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Introduction: The Media, 
Emancipation, and 
Modernity 


All human beings are granted a limited time on this earth and limited 
stocks of energy and aptitudes . I , the author of this book, and you, its read - 
ers , are no exception . Since we cannot do everything, to lead a life is, un- 
avoidably, to make choices. And this is no less true of how we choose to 
deploy our intellectual energies and the social resources necessary to that 
deployment. Thus the choice of a field or object of study and within that 
field the questions posed and the methodologies used, have to be justified 
against some hierarchy of priorities — some things are more important 
and more interesting than others. 

There are many reasons for and ways of studying the media. But the 
position taken in this book is that the media are worth studying because 
they raise some very old but centra l questions in soc ial theory. That lying 
behind the major questions about the media and how to study them that 
are debated today lie some very old problems. That both to avoid rein- 
venting the wheel, but also to clarify what is really at stake in these debates, 
it is necessary to unpack the intellectual tradition and the historical devel- 
opment within which those problems have been posed and solutions at- 
tempted. In short this book is consciously placed within a long tradition of 
social theory and within an ongoing historically rooted argument. 

Modernism, Post-modernism, and Social Theory 

In seventeenth-century France there was a celebrated dispute in the field of 
literary and artistic criticism between the Ancients and the Moderns. The 
Ancients argued that the standards of beauty established in the classical 
age and revived in the Renaissance were timeless and universal and should 
continue to be applied to the creation and judgement of contemporary 
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works of art. The Moderns on the other hand argued that, while classical 
standards of beauty were appropriate to the age that produced them, the 
new modern age was so different from that which had preceded it that 
works of art appropriate to it should be judged by standards of beauty 
which were new and different. Tradition was no longer an adequate guide. 
New rational enlightened standards of judgement were required. 

We are now participants in a new battle between the Ancients and the 
Moderns and this book is a contribution to that debate. The old Moderns 
have become the Ancients and the new Moderns are the post-modernists^ 
In this new battle we find in one camp those who wish, whatever their 
internal differences, broadly to uphold those Enlightenment standards of 
truth, justice, and beauty originally developed in response to modernity; 
those who believe that, however flawed in its execution, the Enlightenment 
project remains unfinished business so long as human social life continues 
to be stunted by coercive inequality and avoidable ignorance. Indeed for 
this camp the human sciences themselves, to which this book is a modest 
contribution, derive their purpose from the contribution they can make 
to this more general emancipatory project In the other camp, often in 
strange alliance, stand both those who derive their position from the An- 
cients and from that strand of counter-Enlightenment thought stemming 
from Hamman, Herder, and Nietzsche who never accepted the Enlighten- 
ment project as either possible or desirable, seeing the attempt to break 
with tradition and bring human life under rational control as dangerous 
hubris, and also those who argue that the Enlightenment was a false dawn 
and that the Dialectic of Enlightenment has betrayed the original emanci- 
patory thrust by erecting Reason, particularly in its economic and bureau- 
cratic forms, as the new source of domination. This post-modernist 
school of thought argues, just as the old Moderns did, that we are entering 
or have entered a new age which requires us to throw off the chains of 
enlightenment thought and emancipate ourselves from its universalistic 
rationalist pretensions in the name of difference and desire. 

The ai m of this book will be to trace these often com plex and difficult 
argume nts across the terrain of media studies. In so doing I_define the 
object ofstucly of media studies as the structure and processes of social 
communication.^ ' ~ 

Thehuman species is, in evolutionary terms, distinguished from other 
species, and owes its survival and development as a species to its excep- 
tionally large brain. This brain has enabled it to develop culture. By culture 
I mean patterns of behaviour which are not merely instinctual, but are en- 
dowed with meanings which can be transmitted through space and time 
beyond the immediate stimulus/response site of action, and a learning 
process the lessons of which are cumulative and open to criticism and 
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modification in the light .of experience. Culture in this sense is crucially 
dependent upon systems of symbolic communication. 

At the same time, and in part because of their large brain and its organic 
requirements, humans are social animals. They depend for their survival 
and reproduction on relatively complex systems of inter-personal and 
inter-group co-ordination. These systems of co-ordination depend upo n 
the development andjiegloyment of symbolic communication . Human 
evolution has been characterized by the development of ever more com- 
plex and extensive systems of social co-ordination that we call societies or 
social formations. In part at least this evolutionary development is what 
historians of technology now call 'path -dependent '. This has two aspects: 
(a) one stage of development is built on the foundations of the previous 
one — 'Humans make their own history but not in conditions of their own 
making'; (b) the process cannot be reversed because, whatever the costs 
involved, the level of population supportable by the new stage would be 
unsupportable by the previous stage. Thus a social group dependent upon 
agriculture will not willingly return to hunter-gathering, nor an industrial 
to an agrarian society. 

This process of general historical social evolution should not be con- 
fused with either progress or historical teleology. Progress implies the 
notion that each successive evolutionary stage is better, in some sense to be 
defined, than the previous one — that evolution is a process of improve- 
ment. While in my view a case, over some historical periods and for some 
societies, can be made for progress in this sense, it is no part of the argu- 
ment I am making here. Historical teleology implies a notion of predeter- 
mined development paths towards a goal — for instance the path from 
feudalism to capitalism to socialism — through which all societies will 
pass, as was argued in some versions of Hegelian Marxism, or the fulfil- 
ment of human destiny, as in the neo- Hegelian version of the triumph of 
capitalism. 

O ne strand in the general process of human social evolution (or de- 
velopment) ha s been the development of the systems of int er-personal 
cormnunicatio n necessary for socia l co -ordination, beyond the context 
of unme diated face-to-face communication dependent on the natural 
endowments of speech and gesture, and beyond the systems for the inter- 
generational communication of culture and learning dependent on 
human memory, into systems of communication extended through space 
and time. These systems for the production, distribution, and appropria- 
tion of symbolic forms have been based on the development and deploy- 
ment of technologies of communication. First, and still most important, 
for ms of writing ; subsequently technologies for the reproduction, dis- 
tribution, and reception of symbolic forms of all types. 
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This process required the deployment of scarce material and cultural 
resources (all humans, unless brain-damaged, are equally endowed 
with the resources required for face-to-face communication within the 
codes of their specific culture), and thus their deployment both reflected 
and reinforced other structures of social power and legitimacy. In 
particular the development of these systems of social communication 
accompanied and made possible a growing social specialization or divi- 
sion of social labour. The skills of symbolic communication were then, 
within this general process of d evelopm ent, unevenly distributed through 
the population and were associated with a class of specialis ts — priests or 
intdlectuajs.. 

Looked at in this way we can see that the structures and processes of 
social communication are deeply embedded within the wider structures 
and processes of a given social formation. Who can say what, in what form, 
to whom, for what purposes, and with what effect will be in part deter- 
mined by and in part determine the structure of economic, political, and 
cultural power in a society. Thus one cannot be studied without the other. 

Looking at the media in this way has important consequences. First it 
enables us to avoid too narrow a focus on what has generally been seen as 
the major focus of media studies, the mass media of print publishing, 
radio, andlelevision consumed domestically in leisure time. This leaves 
out two crucial elements of media as 1 am here defining themjirst it 
totally neglects the role played by the media within the modes of produc- 
tion and coercion per se, and thus largely loses sight of the driving forces 
within the sphere of production rather than consumption, behind the cre- 
ation and continued operation of media systems, particularly modern 
telecommunication systems from the telephone to Internet. Secon dly, if 
we define media as systems for the production, circulation, and appropri- 
ation of meanings carried by symbolic forms, then in modern societies the 
education system must by any reckoning — in terms of money invested, 
people employed, time spent — rank as a, if not the, major medium. To see 
things in this way enables us to place media influence and patterns of cul- 
tural consumption within the context of societies based upon exogenous 
training and accreditation as the major mode of socialization and social 
stratification, as for instance Bourdieu does. While I do not have space in 
this book for a substantive treatment of the education system either in its 
own right or in relation to other media, the issue of the pedagogic versus 
the entertainment role of media, not just as one internal to the mass media 
themselves, but also as an aspect of a struggle between systems of formal 
education and other public media for dominance as agents of socialization 
and legitimation, is central to the treatment of the producers in Chapter 5, 
the audience in Chapter 6, the content in Chapter 7, and politics in Chap- 
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ter 8. Indeed it can be argued that the central question underlying all de- 
bates about the media and how we study them concerns the way in which 
and the extent to which humans learn and thus how through time identi- 
ties are formed and actions motivated. 

Once we see the media in this way it becomes obvious that auestions 
about the media ar e questions about the kind of society we live in and vice 
versa. The study of the media is thus a part of, and must be grounded in, 
tfie human sciences more generally. We study them because they give us a 
way in to the general questions of social theory. The questions we ask 
about the media and the answers we might give to those questions can only 
be understood within the context of social theory more generally. 

Social Theory, the Enlightenment, and Modernity 

I will be arguing in this book that what is at stake in current debates over 
social theory in general and over social communication in particular 
are debates that go back to the origins of modernity and of the attempt to 
understand it in the Enlightenment and its intellectual successors. 
Habermas has usefully reminded us in his introduction to The Philosoph- 
ical Discourse of Modernity that thisdebate stemmed from an awareness of 
a new sense of historical time. This involved both a changed sense of the 
past, the sense that tradition, whether we liked it or not, was dead, as a 
way of orienting ourselves in this new world. We had to construct new 
understandings of what was happening. It also involved a sense of the 
future, of living and acting in a world oriented towards a future for which 
our world would become the past, and thus an unavoidable sense of our 
responsibility for the future. This could of course take the form of a 
complacent, whiggish view of progress, of the world necessarily becoming 
better. But more importantly it involved a sense of the possibility of 
constructing a future world that was different and thus the chance that it 
might be better. That is, modernity and theattempt to understand it in- 
volvedboth a sense of responsibility towards thejuture and also ajsense of 
hope that made that responsibility possible. Ifthe future was fated we had 
no responsibility. 


Social Theory as Moral Philosophy 

In Enlightenment and Despair Geoffrey Hawthorn describes social theory 
as a failedjmemrn to ground an ethical argument What does he mean by 
that? the coming of modernity in Europe posed unavoidably the great 
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question posed by Kant — how to construct a viable community for au- 
tonomous rational subjects TheproBTem was and Is one of dealing with 
what Kant called the'unsocial sociability* of the human species; how, in the 
absence of binding traditions, and without relying on a dogmatic theol- 
ogy, it was possible to combine the two grounding conditions of human 
specificity — humans as individual, autonomous moral agents — moral 
because endowed with free will — and humans as what Aristotle called 
zoon politikon — animals that not only required developed forms of social 
intercourse for both physical and psychic survival and health, but whose 
highest potential as a culture-creating species took social forms. One can 
see the Enlightenment and the traditions of often conflictual social theory 
that developed out of it as a continuing attempt to deal with this problem. 
In confronting this problem we can see a continual danger of abolishing it 
by collapsing to one side or other — stressing either individual autonomy 
as the goal over against the social, seen as dominating and repressive, or 
stressing and placing the highest value on the social and seeing the indi- 
vidual as potentially disruptive, selfish, anti-social, as an animal whose de- 
structive bestial instincts and drives have to be controlled for the higher 
social and cultural good. In practice actual theoretical stances rarely ap- 
proach the two limit cases, but work in complex, shifting, and often con- 
tradictory ways across the tensions of the divide and the relationship upon 
which the ethical dilemma is posed. 

In confronting this problem it is important to stress, against the 
image of Enlightenment thought that post-modernism has constructed as 
its opponent, that thejproblem is a problem not because the Enlighten- 
ment held to a concept of triumphant reason, but precisely because ofTEe 
pervasiveness of doubt The project was a project. It was an attempt to test 
the boundaries of human reason and moral action and the boundaries 
for the social community within which such reason and action could be 
grounded. A project the outcome of which was always likely to be partial 
and fragile, in the face of the death of God and tradition and in cognizance 
of the limits to human reason and thus the limits to the possible 
emancipation from necessity. Here the image of the garden is apposite. 
Recent post-modern thinking has equated the role of the intellectual with 
that of the gardener (see Bauman 1987), seen as the exploiter of nature in 
two senses — as the exploiter of external nature and as the dominator of 
other men and their internal natures as though they were domestic ani- 
mals to be tamed. But I would rather see the garden as the attempt to carve 
out a small patch of civilization, of light and of moral action, within the 
surrounding indifference, darkness, even absurdity, of potentially 
destructive nature. 

The full sense of the nature of the problem and the approach that Kant, 
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among others> set for social theory> and which I am arguing in this book 
should underline the study of the media, is well captured by Panofsky 
in his defence of humanism. In his essay 'History of Art as a Humanistic 
Discipline' (in Panofsky 1966) Panofsky recounts a tale of Kant nine days 
before his death being visited by his physician: 

Old, ill and nearly blind, he rose from his chair and stood trembling with weakness 
and muttering unintelligible words. Finally his faithful companion realised that he 
would not sit down again until the visitor had taken a seat. This he did, and Kant 
then permitted himself to be helped to his chair and, after having regained some of 
his strength, said'Das Gefuhi fur Humanitat hat mich noch nicht verlassen' — The 
sense of humanity has not yet left me'. The two men were moved almost to tears. 
For, though the word Hamanitat had come, in the 18th century, to mean littlemore 
than politeness and civility, it had, for Kant, a much deeper significance, which the 
circumstances of the moment served to emphasise: man's proud and tragic con- 
sciousness of self-approved and self-imposed principles, contrasting with his utter 
subjection to illness, decay and all that is implied in the word 'mortality'. 

Panofsky goes on to argue that 

historically the word humanitas has had two clearly distinguishable meanings , the 
fir st arising from a contrast b etween man and what is less than man; the second , 
bet ween man and what is more . I n the first case humanitas means aj/alue, in the 

second a limitation It is from this ambivalent conception of humanitas that 

humanism was bom. It is not so much a movement as an attitude which can be 
defined as the conviction of the dignity of man, based on both the insistence on 
human values (rationality and freedom) and the accep tance of human limitations 
(fallibility and frailty) from this two postulates result — responsibility and 
tolerance. 

Thus in order to understand what is at stake in studying the media from 
the perspective of social theory we need to make a diversion byway of phi- 
losophy in order to understand how and why the debates have been set up 
in the way they have and what they are in fact about. It is also the case that 
the debate between modernists and post- modern ists takes place largely o n 
the ground of philosophy, as is indicated by the centrality to this debate 
of the concept of reason and its role in human affairs and by the erection 
of various Enlightenment thinkers, whether Kant or Rousseau according 
to taste, as the villains in the story of the Dialectic of Enlightenment, the 
subjectifi cation of Being or logocentrism. 

The problem Enlightenment thought attempts to resolve was handed 
down by the Greeks. How to lead a good life? In Greek thought such a life 
was assumed to bea life that fulfilled the full potential of humans as a dis- 
tinct species. This then had two aspects. On the one hand the study of the 
relationship, within human nature, between the animal, governed by the 
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laws of nature within the realm of necessity, and human self- 
consciousness involving a recognition of free will and intentionality which 
made human actions unavoidably questions of moral choice. This then in- 
volved a debate which is ongoing as to whether the good life was the pur- 
suit of pleasure, and, moral claims merely the pursuit of self-interest in 
disguise, or whether on the contrary we had moral obligations of a differ- 
ent or 'higher' sort. On the other hand it was assumed that humans were in 
their essence social animals — in Aristotle s terms 200/1 politikon — and thus 
in fulfilling the potential of their sociality ethics was always a social as well 
as a personal question. Thus this potential could only be fulfilled within a 
set of social arrangements that were themselves good in a moral sense, or 
at least which were conducive to leading a good life which was necessarily 
a social life. The importance within this tradition of thought of the com- 
munal is expressed in the common root of ethos — a shared set of commu- 
nal values or customs — and ethics. For the Greeks in short the good life 
combined happiness — the realization of ones full potential as a human 
being, above all those potentialities that distinguish the human from the 
animal — with virtue the fulfilment of ones responsibilities as a social 
being within the polis. The personal and the political were one. 

Enlightenment thought, in particular that of Rousseau and Kant, then 
re-posed these questions under new historical conditions in which the 
self-conscious moral subject was alone in the world without the prop of 
either religious dogma or tradition to guide her necessarily moral actions. 
I n particular Kant, following Rousseau, d efined the key probjemas i oneof 
Ho w to deal with the problem of what hTcallecl the 'unsocial sociality' of 
Ttumans, the tension betw een the autonomous, reflexiv£moral ; agents on 
the one hand and a viable social group within which such agents had to five 
ancTact on the other. The Enlightenment project was therefore an enquiry 
into the possibilities of constructing viable communities for autonomous, 
reflective moral agents and thus, under the conditions of modernity, com- 
bining happiness and virtue. 

At this point it is important to stress that central to this project is not the 
overweening rational subject presented by the post-modernists, but, on 
the contrary, doubt. The Enlightenment project was founded upon the 
limits of human reason and was therefore concerned with emancipation 
as an always partial project, not an achieved and total fact. The question 
was how, and if so to what extent, could we emancipate ourselves from the 
limits that our animal natures and our social bonds placed upon us. Here 
reason is seen as moral intentionality and therefore as a guide to truly 
human action, not as a conceptual, calculating reflection on the world. 
Indeed as Onora O'Neil (1989) argues in her fine interpretation of Kant, 
the truth of conceptual pure reason is, in the Kantian schema, based upon 
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the categorical social imperative that governs the practical reasoning of 
morality. It is not divorced from it. From this perspective reason is then 
opposed to desire, action to behaviour, the rational to the instinctual. 
From this perspective the ethical question was the extent to which we can, 
in this sense, behave rationally and therefore morally. From the social per- 
spective the question was the extent to which society could be made ratio- 
nal, and this in two senses. To what extent could social structures be built 
which were acceptable to, and thus necessarily transparent in their work- 
ings to, the autonomous moral agents who were the members of the given 
polity, and which were virtuo us, that is to say conducive to enlightenment 
and thus virtuous behaviour? The problem posed by this relationship 
between individual moral behaviour and the form of the polis had been 
clear also to the Greeks. The problem, which Rousseau, in The Social Con- 
tract, raised acutely, is straightforward: 'The problem is to find a form 
of association ... in which each, while uniting himself with all, may still 
obey himself alone, and remain as free as before. This is the fundamental 
problem of which the social contract provides the solution.' If people are 
moulded in their moral behaviour by the social context within which 
they find themselves how could one ever hope for internal change to an 
unvirtuous republic, given that presumably that republic would mould 
unvirtuous citizens whose moral behaviour would be that sanctioned by 
the ethos of the community? Plato attempted to solve the problem, as is 
well known, through the device of the guardians and the philosopher king, 
i.e. an enlightened elite — how they become enlightened is always a mys- 
tery — have the duty to impose on the unenlightened a set of political and 
social arrangements which will lead them to enlightenment, or at least 
ensure moral behaviour. This raises the problem of virtue as something 
which is not inherent in the exercise of reflective moral reason for all 
humans, and thus to the view of enlightenment as a problem of moral 
education and the passage to enlightenment as one from immaturity 
to maturity. 

The reason Hawthorn calls social theory a failed attempt to^ground an 
ethics is because in his view it has never been able to square this circle. As 
I will attempt to show, however, the key questions which still concern 
social theory and its approach to the media remain these problems, and 
the crucial debates circle around them in their various attempts at a 
solution and in their varying assessment of the possibilities of human 
reason in the face of both the animality of internal nature and the uncon- 
trollability of what has come to be seen as the second nature of social struc- 
ture. 

Broadiy the issues I will be examining are concerned with the following 
questions: the extent to which, if at all, humans can or should be expected 
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to act rationally in the sense of moraJJy; the extent to which the social 
can be made transparent and conducive to virtuous moral action, however 
defined; and the extent to which individual thought and action is 
moulded by 'society' and what this means for human autonomy and moral 
action. 

The Social Challenge of Modernity 

The issue of the viable community raises the question of the nature 
of the social challenge posed for the ethical project of social theory by 
modernity. What were the key characteristics of this historical social trans- 
formation which challenged the ethical project of combining happiness 
and virtue — or, to put it another way, the secularization of the project of 
building the City of God on earth — and how does the development of 
media fit into this process and thus into the way in which the problem is 
posed? 

To simplify crudely, whatever the arguments about its genesis and its 
implications, everyone broadly agrees that the transition to modernity in- 
volved: (a) increased specialization or division of social labour in all social 
spheres, not just the economic — although economic specialization may 
have made the other forms possible; (b) the development of generalized 
structures of social co-ordination, particularly those called by Habermas, 
following Parsons, the media of money and power (the one involved the 
generalization of market relations, the other the development of bureau- 
cratic state forms and systems of law); (c) what is sometimes called secu- 
larization but is more accurately described as the rise to dominance of a 
culture of critical rationalism and its associated 'scientific' world view and 
the accompanying decline of the doxa of tradition, especially the religious 
world view. 

The media were involved in this development along all three dimen- 
sions. The operation of the media became more specialized and 
autonomous from other social realms; the media were themselves both 
one of the increasingly generalized and abstract systems for social co- 
ordination in their ideological role and were also mobilized by and essen- 
tial to the development of the other 'media' in the Habermasian sense. The 
media were both effected by and implicated in — by some reckonings a key 
creator of — the death of tradition and the rise of critical rationality. 

The problems these developments raised for the Enlightenment project 
were the following, and in each case the media are central to the problem. 
First the question of how to rebuild the ethos necessary for a viable com- 
munity. For Kant both the truth of rational knowledge of external nature 
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and the validity of moral norms could only be established by the test of 
a sensus communis which in its turn could only be established through 
public discussion and debate: 

How much and how accurately would we think if we did not think, so to speak, in 
community with others to whom we communicate our thoughts and who com- 
municate their thoughts to usl We may therefore conclude that the same external 
constraints which deprive people of the freedom to communicate their thoughts 
in public also remove their freedom of thought, the one treasure which remains to 
us amidst ail the burdens of civil life, and which alone offers us a means of over- 
coming all the evils of this condition. (Kant 1970: 247) 

For Hegel reason itself was a social construct since it was created out of 
projection into and interaction with the world external to the subject, both 
material and social. At the same time, in his view no virtuous state was pos- 
sible which did not rest upon what he called Sittlichkeit — an ethos or set 
of common cultural norms — since Kant's concept of the categorical 
moral imperative was, in Hegel's view, too abstract to motivate subjects to- 
wards shared social action or to attract their allegiance and commitment 
to a set of social arrangements which by definition in part require them to 
subordinate their own personal interests and drives for the greater good. 
Thus the hunt was on for what became known as either the 'new' religion 
or the 'new* mythology. It is around this problem that questions of ideol- 
ogy, hegemony, the public sphere, community, culture, identity, and the 
autonomy of art, all central, as we shall see, to contemporary debates abo ut 
the media, still revolve. 

The second problem was the question of structure and agency and the 
dialectical relationship between the growth in social specialization and 
complexity and the necessary accompanying growth in structurally con- 
straining systems of general social co-ordination. It is here \vq find the. 
problem of what has been called the separation of systems world and 
life world, or the rise of instrumental reason at the expense of commu- 
nicative reason. How, from the perspective of emancipation and the 
attempt to combine happiness and virtue, are we to judge this develop- 
ment? On the one hand such systems, and the social specialization and rel- 
ative freedom from both material necessity and arbitrary power that they 
make possible, can be seen as the necessary basis for an increase in auton- 
omy and range of moral choice. At the same time they can be seen as non- 
transparent and thus not subject to rational control for moral ends. Do 
they then just have to be accepted as a new nature and as fate — a limit to 
the realm of reason — or on the contrary can they be brought under ratio- 
nal and communal control? Again the media can be seen as either possible 
agents of transparency and control— the theory of the media as public 
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sphere — or as themselves examples of the systems world — theories of 
ideology and problems of ownership and control and the democratic 
accountability of the media. 

The third problem was the relationship between the rational moral sub- 
ject as individual consciousness and self-identity and the subject as 
socially formed. Within this broad problematic the media were of central 
concern for two reasons, or in two forms. First the whole Kantian 
approach grounded both truth and morality in publicity or a discourse 
ethics. Kant argued in 'What is Enlightenment?' that, precisely because of 
the pervasiveness of doubt in the face of the errors attributable to both 
fantasy and subjectivity, reason could only be disciplined and an approach 
to a more general truth arrived at through a process of sharing of ideas. 
True ideas must be subjected to external critique. Secondly, moral judge- 
ments always had to be put to the test of the categorical imperative such 
that they could be distinguished from the mere pursuit of selfish self- 
interest. Thus such judgements had to be offered in a form that was poten- 
tially acceptable to other members of society and had to be disciplined and 
grounded in a sensus communis. Under conditions of modernity, i.e. social 
specialization and expansion of social scale, such sensus communis could 
only be created within a media-based public sphere. 

Plan of the Book 

In this book, then, I will trace these often complex and difficult arguments 
across the terrain of media studies. 

In Chapter 2 1 will examine the debate about history and our relation 
to the past that sprang out of the confrontation between Modernity and 
Enlightenment thought. I will argue that all debates about the me dia nec- 
essarily mobilize historical arguments, and will exa mine the in terrelation - 
ship between differen t perspectives o n media histc^r^juTd the ^evaluative 
stances th ey carry with them , on the one hand and more general^histories 
oTmdllernity on thejother. t 

In Chapter 3 1 will examine the media as institutions and processes 
within the capitalist mode of production and thus as instances of that sys- 
tems world which it was the purpose of the Enlightenment project to make 
transparent, and thus bring more fully under human social control In 
examining the implications for emancipation, and thus in particular for 
media policy, of analysing the media from the perspective of the steering 
system of money and with the tools of political economy I will, in 
particular, focus on a critique of currently dominant Information Society 
thinking. 
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In Chapter 4 I will turn to an analysis of the media as technologies. I will 
argue that many of the debates about the economic and social impact and 
future development of the media are part of wider debates, again going 
back to the Enlightenment, concerning the relationship of human beings, 
whether for good or ill, to science and technology. In particular I will argue 
that we need to steer between the two extremes of, on the one hand, a 
position that sees not only all media development, but now also social 
development in general in the form of the Information Society, as a tech- 
nologically determined, even if emancipatory, fate and, on the other, a so- 
cial constructivism which fails Co confront the real limitations placed 
upon human action by material constraints and thus sees technological 
development as purely an ideological struggle. 

In Chapter 5 1 turn to the specialist producers of symbolic forms and ex- 
amine their social role from the perspective of the debate about intellec- 
tuals. I argue that the operation and control by specialists of the systems 
of social communication, and thus the social distance and distinction 
between those who produce symbolic forms and those who consume or 
appropriate them, are an inevitable corollary of the general process of spe- 
cialization that characterizes modernity. It is for this reason that post- 
Enlightenment social theory has been continually concerned with the 
problem of how to think about and evaluate the social role of these 'intel- 
lectuals'. Are they the privileged carriers of Enlightenment values pursuing 
and diffusing truth and criticizing the opaque structures of social power, 
or, on the contrary, are they technologists of instrumental reason man- 
ipulating knowledge in their own interest at the expense of general en- 
lightenment and emancipation? 

In Chapter 6 I turn to the audience, or the consumers of symbolic 
forms. Here I argue that underlying current debates about the audience 
and the effects of the media are debates, stemming from the Enlighten- 
ment, concerning the relationship between learning, identity formation, 
and action. What is at stake is the relation between individual autonomy, 
and thus freedom and rational action, on the one hand and the social con- 
struction of identity and behaviour on the other. In particular, I argue 
against the current vogue for ethnographic studies of everyday life and the 
extreme particularism that results, and for the centrality ot statistics and 
measurements of probability for producing real knowledge of the audi- 
ence. At the same time I argue that the coun terposing of an active audience 
to a passive audience is not the issue, but rather what, given a general social 
constructivist approach, are the emancipatory consequences of different 
instances of audience-media interaction. 

In Chapter 7 I turn to the symbolic forms that the media circulate and 
to the debates over language culture, and evaluation that these forms 
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raise. In this chapter I mount a critique of the narrow view oflanguage and 
the now largely incoherent concept of culture that has dominated recent 
work in the humanities and social sciences and which underpins an ex- 
treme social constructivist and relativist approach to cultural evaluation. 
Apart from the fact that this lets media producers off the hook of any re- 
sponsibility for what they produce, I argue that evaluation is unavoidable. 
The question then is whether such evaluation can be based upon anything 
more than a socially determined taste, whether individual or group. In the 
search for such possibilities I return to the reasons for the development 
of aesthetics in Enlightenment thought and, following the argument in 
Chapter 6, to the argument for art as moral education and as a potential 
realm of freedom. But in line with the general Kantian position of the book 
as a whole 1 then argue that, while common evaluative standards are pos- 
sible and the search for them cannot simply be dismissed as elitist, the 
scjisus communis upon which they must be based can only be created 
within the discourse ethic of a vibrant critical culture — the public sphere 
for which the media alone can provide. 

Finally in Chapter 8 I examine the role of the media in relation to de- 
mocratic politics. This chapter focuses on debates over the public sphere 
and the normative entailments of different uses of the distinction between 
public and private. I argue that debates about the media and politics are at 
heart normative debates about the nature of politics. Going back to the 
central Kantian problem of 'unsocial sociability' and the centrality of 
the exercise of public reason to Kant's conceptions of truth, justice, and the 
morally right I argue, following Benhabib and against the communitari- 
ans and many advocates of identity politics, for the necessary generaliza- 
tion, under the conditions of modernity and the potential for generalized 
reflexivity that accompanies it, of a discourse ethic as the necessary 
normative foundation for democraq 7 . This entails arguing against 
Habermas's speech-act foundationalism on the one hand and against the 
communitarians' identity foundationalism on the other. At the same time 
I argue that we need to hold on to a distinction between the political 
public sphere, where the issue is the relation between debate and decisions 
on the necessarily polity-wide actions and their consequences, and a range 
of other public spheres where people are able to create a sensus communis 
concerning the values they will share and the actions they will take in 
common. The crucial point is that all these public spheres are dependent 
in one way or another on media, but the nature of that relationship, the 
specific media form it takes, and its adequacy from a discourse ethic per- 
spective will differ. 


14 


2 


Media Histories, Media 
Theories, and Modernity 


There are only two reasons for sociologists, anthropologists or even his- 
torians to string reports together in a sequence isomorphic to the tem- 
poral sequence of what they report: either because the sequence itself is 
to be explained, described or evaluated, or because it explains, describes 
or evaluates something in its turn 

(Runciman 1983: 102) 

This book is written from a historical perspective. All human thought and 
action is unavoidably historical in the sense that it takes place in time and 
as a project is oriented towards the future on the basis of the experience of 
the past. But as Habermas stresses in chapter t of the Philosophical Dis- 
course of Modernity* entitled 'Modernity's Consciousness ot Time and its 
Need for Self-Reassurance', the concept of modernity and the problems it 
raised for social theory were born out of the acute sense of a historical 
break, out of a new and heightened sense both of history as tradition, from 
the dominating hold of which it was necessary to break free, and of history 
as a break with the past, the understanding of which might orient action 
towards the future. When Kant, when asked whether he lived in an en- 
lightened age, replied/no . . . an ageof enlightenment'; when Hegel wrote 
in the Phenomenology of Mind that 'it is surely not difficult to see that our 
time is a birth and transition to a new period. The Spirit has broken with 
what was hitherto the world of its existence and imagination and is about 
tosubmergeati this in the past'; when Marx and Hngels wrote in TheCorn- 
munist Manifesto^ fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train ofancient 

and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away All that is solid 

melts into air, alt that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to 
face with sober senses his real conditions of life and his relations with his 
kind'; when Weber posed the'probiem of universal history' as the question 
why, outside Europe.'the scientific, the artistic, the political and economic 
development ... did not enter that path of rationalisation which is pecu- 
liar to the Occident* the question of the nature of modernity and of how it 
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came about was posed as a question of history and of our relationship to 
the past. 

The concept of modernity, and of both the Enlightenment and counter- 
Enlightenment traditions of thought which developed as a response to the 
problems it created, grew out of the awareness of historical development 
that the acceleration of social change foregrounded and out of the associ- 
ated undermining of tradition, especially religion, which had provided 
both an explanation of the meaning of history and of the future (which 
was not in this earthly life) and the norms by which to orientate action in 
the present. Thus on the one hand an awareness of accelerated change 
caused a break with a cyclical view of history as human fate, while on the 
other the descent of the future from heaven to earth placed upon human 
beings the responsibility of choosing their future. But upon what basis 
should those choices be made? On what normative basis should the new 
life of modernity be organized? This question, which is in essence one of 
the relationship of reason and ethics to tradition, became central and has 
haunted us ever since. On the one hand you have a current of thought that 
claimed to break with the past and emancipate itself from tradition on the 
basis of reason, since a part of human emancipation and autonomy was 
seen to derive from a reflective critique of tradition. On the other you have 
those who see the only source of guidance for practical reason as the accu- 
mulated wisdom of past generations as it is embedded in tradition. For 
Herder this wisdom is embedded in natural language as the carrier of the 
experience and values of a Volt For Burke it is tradition that is the ground 
upon which he attacks the French revolutionaries and expresses his 'insu- 
perable reluctance in giving my hand to destroy any established institution 
of government, upon a theory* Thus it is that in much if not all of the de- 
bate in social theory since the Enlightenment readings of history are mo- 
bilized, of which post-modernism in its various forms is only the most 
recent. This indeed is why debates about and in history are so important 
and unavoidable. For the purposes of this book I want to argue strongly 
that just as Keynes argued that we neglect economic theory at our peril be- 
cause the actions of practical men in the present are governed by the ideas 
of long-dead scribblers, so I would argue that both the questions we pose 
about the media and the approaches we take to answering them have lying 
behind them, often unacknowledged and so unreflectively, particular his- 
torical explanations. 

There is one region in which the reduplication of the world, the supposition of an 
independently existing substrate, somehow responsible for surface phenomena, is 
not absurd, presumptuous, circular and unwarranted — an area in which we really 
areallowed to peep behind the veil of Maia, and habitually do: where the'other' re- 
ality is accessible and really is known to exist That area is the area of human per- 
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formance. In the human sphere, external experience of reduplication, contact with 
a second reality behind appearance, occurs in, at any rate, two forms: through the 
multiplicity of persons and through the passage of time. Let us take time as an ex- 
ample. A stria empiricist, or reduplicationist, positivist attitude to the past, for in- 
stance, is to treat it simply as equivalent to the evidence about 'what wecall the past' 
in the present, which alone is now eligible for experience. But we do not really be- 
lieve that the past is merely the marks of the past in the present (A. J. Aver at- 
tempted at one stage to persuade himself of this and asserted such a view in print, 
but he now admits that he cannot sustain this heroic piece of positivist puri- 
tanism). The past was once present, as the present, and it was real. The acts of 
historical personages that explain certain marks in the present are not merely sum- 
maries of those marks. They 'really* existed, and they explain those marks in this 
philosophically 'realist* way. Their being is not exhausted by their role as premisses 
from which current data follow. They have a true reality of their own, transcending 
their explanatory instrumentality. And we believe the same, whether or not we can 
prove it, in connection with the independent existence of ourselves. {Gellner 1985: 
134) 

Thus this book adopts a historical approach, and it does so in the face of 
current post-modern scepticism regarding the truth of history for a num- 
ber of reasons. 

First because evidence drawn from history, even if it is from the very 
recent past, is the only evidence we have against which to test sociological 
theories. Indeed ail study of process, whether in the natural or human 
world, must of necessity be of the past in the sense that by the time the 
phenomenon is measured, transcribed, and explicated the process is over. 
Hence the futile search to capture in reflection the immediacy of experi- 
ence, a futility that leads some within the Romantic tradition to a refusal of 
reflection and explanation, indeed to condemnation of reflective intel- 
lectual activity as essentially and irrevocably alienated and alienating. 
To claim for any set of observed phenomena or actions in the social world 
an existence beyond that of a purely temporary random pattern requires 
us to demonstrate that they exist through time. For instance, if we wish 
to claim that there is a tendency to concentration of media ownership 
or that cultural consumption is related to class membership, we cannot 
reiy on measurements taken at one point in time — the relevant correlation 
may be a random coincidence. Indeed it is a time series of correlated 
observations that distinguishes an explanation from a coincidence, and 
cause-and-effect explanations depend upon the temporal priority of the 
cause. 

Secondly, however much people may argue that we cannot learn any- 
thing from history, either because the past doesn't determine the future or 
because, as some post-modernists claim, any account of the past is a fic- 
tion, as human beings we plan our actions on the basis of past experience. 
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Thus we in fact mobilize the iessons of history inescapably every day of our 
lives- since it is the only material we have to hand. This is true of us not 
merely as individuals in the projects of our personal lives. It is also true of 
us as social decision-makers, whether managing a business or merely run- 
ning a country. Indeed the historical developrrTent of systems of social 
communication has been in part the extension and efficient mobilization 
of human memory. This memory, and thus the lessons of history, is not to 
be found just in history books or in our individual memories. It is solidi- 
fied into institutions and habitual social practices or routines. Thus we can 
only emancipate ourselves, in so far as that is possible, from the hold of 
habit by understanding historically how, why, and with what conse- 
quences such institutions and routines were formed. We may wish, we may 
choose, we may even be able, to change ourselves and the social structures 
and identities within which perforce we live, but we can only do so on the 
basis of the structures and identities we inherit from past generations. It is 
in this sense that we create ourselves, but not in conditions of our own 
making. We stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before. If we 
wish to take a critical stance towards the existing structure and perfor- 
mance of the media we need to know why they are the way they are, what 
historical variations there may have been, if any, between historical peri- 
ods and between societies or cultures, what historically rooted practices 
are inscribed in the institutions of social communication we have 
inherited. 

As Craig Calhoun has written regarding critical social theory, 'Breaking 
with the immediate givenness and immediate facticiry of the social world 
calls not only for historical knowledge as a precondition of theory but for 
a continual engagement with history and rethinking of historical assump- 
• lions' (Calhoun 1 995: p. xxii) . 

Thirdly, precisely because history is the only material we have with 
which to explain to ourselves who we are, where we are, and where we are 
going or wish to go, historical evidence, whether fictional or not, is con- 
stantly mobilized to explain our. social world and to justify social and 
political projects and policies. I certainly agree with post-modernists that 
histories can be constructed and mobilized in the service of power. But this 
is not their only or inevitable use. Nor can we criticize and undermine that 
particular form of the exercise of power without alternative histories 
which we can show to be truer than those mobilized for ideological pur- 
poses. This indeed is what gives historians their great responsibility for the 
historical truth, however approximate that may be. Thus in the field of 
social communication this is particularly true at present where a theory 
of the Information Society mobilizes a stage theory of historical develop- 
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ment in which information and communication technologies are causing 
a set of interrelated economic, social, political, and cultural changes in the 
nature of human society on a global scale. This theory, as I have argued in 
more detail elsewhere (Garnham 1998), is one of the, perhaps the, domi- 
nant ideology of our time, shaping and justifying the actions of business 
leaders and politicians and, through the media, increasingly shaping the 
common-sense understanding of our times. The main alternative para- 
digm shares many of the same presuppositions and, in spite of its critique 
of history and of grand historical narratives, is also based, as its stress on 
the 'post' implies, upon a theory of history — of something called mod- 
ernism superseded — if only in thought — by something called post- 
modernism. Since such theories are making historical claims they can only 
be put to the test of history. 

Finally social theory and the study of communication in particular has 
its own history. We can only clarify the reasons for studying communica- 
tions, the questions it raises and the methods appropriate in our attempts 
to answer them, if we ground our enquiry in the specific intellectual and 
disciplinary history that brought us to where we are today. This not only 
saves us from reinventing theoretical or empirical wheels. Social theory is, 
as iVIarx put it 'the self-clarification of the struggles and wishes of the age*. 
The questions to which we respond and their prioritization are not ran- 
dom. They are posed by the age in which we live. But in the case of com- 
munication and the Enlightenment emancipatory project the relevant 
period is not merely the present Underlying this book, that is to say, is a 
conviction that, contrary to the post-modernists and much of the Infor- 
mation Society hype, we live with the same historically posed problems of 
modernity as those that faced the thinkers of the Enlightenment That the 
emancipatory project they initiated was precisely a project. Enlighten- 
ment was not a given state. It was a possible historical achievement. This 
is what Kant meant when he claimed that he lived not in an enlightened 
age but in an age of enlightenment. It is for this reason that he uses the 
metaphor of human growth from childhood to maturity to describe the 
search for and achievement of enlightenment. In short the arguments of 
the philosophical discourse of modernity, however 'old', speak to us still 
because they have not lost their relevance. 

Before looking at the range of relevant histories we need first to clear 
out of the way a larger dispute as to the nature of historical explanation. 
We need to do this because we need to know what kinds of problems a 
historical approach can address and how we can legitimately mobilize 
historical arguments in the present. It is also important because such 
disputes continue to divide those studying the media, for instance the 
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difference between the political economy and cultural studies approaches 
to the analysis of the media turn, at least in part, on differing views as 
to the nature of historical determination and the relevant determining 
forces. 

Let me first get out of the way the post-modern attack on history. Here 
we must distinguish between the claims being made with regard to the 
subject of history — the historical record — on the one hand and claims 
being made with regard to the writing of history in the present on the 
other. The hermeneutic tradition upon which post-modernism draws 
makes two relevant claims. First, so far as the subject of history is 
concerned it focuses on the actions of intelligent historical agents and ar- 
gues that these actions can only be understood and interpreted in terms 
of the culture, way of life, or tradition within which they are embedded. 
Thus on the assumption that we no longer share that culture the past is 
necessarily opaque to us and lessons for the present certainly cannot be 
drawn. In so far as it focuses on meaning it is suspicious of, if not actually 
hostile to, structural explanations. In so far as this alerts us to the dif- 
ficulties in interpreting the historical record, and in particular in so far as 
it warns against anachronism, it is to be welcomed. Ironically post- 
modernists are in general only too free in passing anachronistic judge- 
ments on the past. But the reason they do this and defend the practice is be- 
cause of the second claim of the hermeneutic tradition, namely that 
history is a text, and this in two senses. First, the historical evidence is a text 
which has to be read and, within the linguistic model with which they are 
working, this text then has an entirely arbitrary relation to what it signi- 
fies — the past. Second, the text written by the historian is both an inter- 
pretation which is undetermined by the text of history and at the same 
time a text determined by the social or political interests of the historian in 
the present — the so-called perspectival position. Thus history is necessar- 
ily a fiction mobilized for present political purposes. Of course those who 
hold this position don't carry it through to its logical conclusion, because 
clearly such fictions cannot be mobilized for present political purposes 
since their readings in turn cannot be determined. Thus the writing of his- 
tory becomes a socially pointless exercise, a form of intellectual masturba- 
tion. The most objectionable aspect of such history- writing, and indeed of 
the 'new' an thropology that shares the same positions, is its arrogance and 
self-righteousness masquerading as concern for the Other, the marginal 
and the dominated. As Gellner has written, such theorists exhibit 'a quite 
special masochistic distaste for their own culture. All cultures are equal, 
but one of them (their own) is a damn sight less equal than the rest' 
(Gellner 1985:2). 

A much more substantial argument, however, concerns the nature of 
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historical determination, and this in two senses. When examining a his- 
torical process what kind of causal claims are we making and what is the 
relationship between the past, the present, and the future? It is a common- 
place now to tar modernity with the brush of progress, that is to say with a 
seif-understanding as an inevitable process of historical betterment. Such 
a view of history is indeed still both prevalent and ideologically powerful. 
It is mobilized in the classic Whig theory which closely associates the de- 
velopment of the media with the development of the capitalist free market 
and of democracy as an intertwined story of human liberation. We find 
such a view enshrined in Fukayama's The End of History ( 1992). It is also 
enshrined in currently powerful technologically determinist views of the 
history of communications as a story of the triumphant rise of science and 
its harnessing to make a better world for us all. 

The most powerful and prevalent example of this trope, with which I 
am sure you are familiar in one form or another, goes as follows: human 
society is on an up escalator called progress which is powered by techno- 
logical development allied to the force of the free market, and which is 
creating, not only a more materially comfortable, but a freer and more 
spiritually fulfilling world. Central to this process has been the develop- 
ment of communication technologies. Printing began a process of 
liberation which the new electronic forms of communication will com- 
plete as we waft down the Information Superhighway to the promised 
paradise of an Information Society Those who stand in the way of this 
progress have failed to read history correctly and, whether out of mis- 
guided nostalgia or spite, are slowing down the train of history and post- 
poning the moment when human beings will come into their rightful 
inheritance. I only caricature slightly what is a widespread view. It is of 
course easy to expose the fallacies of this grand narrative. Post-modernists 
do it every day before breakfast. The problem, however, is that only too 
often they substitute another grand narrative which is as facile and mis- 
leading; namely that we are on a down escalator called Western rational- 
ism or imperialism — the two are often not clearly distinguished — which 
is powered by the autonomous Kantian subject and logocentrism, and 
which has led to the suppression of difference in a dominated, disciplined 
world. This is, of course, the narrative of the Dialectic of Enlightenment 
dressed in a new set of clothes. 

Here we need carefully to distinguish how we understand the nature 
and direction of historical change from its evaluation. Here I am taking it 
as read that we can make a valid distinction between structure and agency 
and that there is no contradiction between believing in the intelligence of 
human actors on the one hand and in structural determination on the 
other. The historical problem is to analyse the relationship between the 
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two, how human agents make their history but not in conditions of their 
own making, and with results that they do not intend, but which then be- 
come the conditions for future makings. Many of the critiques of theories 
of historical determination — in particular critiques of historical material- 
ism — still rest upon models of determination based upon a mechanistic 
model of cause and effect. But such models have now been widely super- 
seded by evolutionary process models drawn from biology and Darwinian 
evolutionary theory. Here let me stress first that in understanding human 
social practices we have to take the findings of evolutionary biology ex- 
tremely seriously. Since all social theories have to be based, ontologically, 
upon some theory of human nature and its malleability, and while recog- 
nizing that a key human species characteristic that any theory of social 
evolution must take into account is the extra-organic inheritance of cul- 
tural traits, at the same time we need to recognize that certain human 
attributes that impact on our social behaviour, for instance language cap- 
acity, have been hard-wired into us, as the evolutionary biologists say, by 
the evolutionary process. Evolution in this sense is a historical process but 
over a very long time-scale. 

But more importantly, and one can find this argued at length in Runci- 
man's A Treatise on Social Theory (1983-97) or in Hodgson's Economics 
and Evolution (1993), an evolutionary approach to historical development 
draws from Darwinian theory two very important conclusions for our 
purposes. First that, although the instigator of the process of change is 
random, these random variations under certain specifiable conditions 
produce self- reinforcing non-random patterns which endure unless ei- 
ther their environment radically changes or they come into competition 
with other randomly generated changes. The random instigator in biology 
is genetic variation. What should be seen as the carrier of variation within 
evolutionary social theory, and in what senses it can be said to be inherited, 
is precisely a matter of dispute. The second key point about this picture of 
historical development is that it is not deterministic in the sense that it is 
going in a predetermined direction, nor is it deterministic in the sense that 
a historical trajectory is determined by its originating conditions. In the 
language of evolutionary theory historical evolution is phylogenetic not 
ontogenetic. Development is generated from random changes and the di- 
rection of development, because characterized by complex interactions, 
cannot be predicted from its origins. That the pattern is the way it is can 
only be seen with hindsight. It is, however, what is known as path- 
dependent. This is a concept now mainly used in the analysis of the devel- 
opment of technological systems. What it means is that this is a truly his- 
torical process. It takes place irreversibly through time such that certain 
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trajectories of development get locked in, or perhaps rather human agents 
get locked into certain trajectories. It can be seen in this sense as function- 
alist and this is the sense in which Cohen (1978) defends Marx's view of 
historical determinism. It is not functionalist in the sense that develop- 
ments are understood as taking place because they are necessary for sys- 
tems maintenance, since in the evolutionary perspective the system is itself 
always undergoing change. There is no presumption of equilibrium or op- 
timality. If the system were equilibriating evolution would never have 
taken place. On the other hand it is functionalist in two other senses. First, 
at anytime historically created structural conditions limit the choices that 
intelligent agents are likely to take assuming a minimum level of self- 
interest, for example societies such as ours have developed a level of 
division of labour and social co-ordination without which the current 
level of population could not be sustained. It is clear that this system of co- 
ordination has structural characteristics which place constraints on 
human action and choice. Short of a widespread drive to social suicide 
therefore, human agents are likely to act in such a way as to attempt to pre- 
serve some similar level of social co-ordination. This doesn't mean, of 
course, and this is essential to an evolutionary approach, that they will 
succeed. Unwitting social suicide is always possible. Some may now even 
judge it to be likely. To the extent that one can be locked into paths of so- 
cial development, the past does indeed determine the future, but it doesn't 
make it predictable. 

It is also functionalist in a second sense, namely that the various evolved 
patterns of human interaction, what we might call institutions as well as 
structures, are reciprocally determined. And thus one set of social struc- 
tures or solutions to the problems of social co-ordination may be incom- 
patible with another. They cannot both live in the same ecological niche 
without significant modification. What the nature of the reciprocal rela- 
tion is will always be a matter of empirical analysis and dispute, but that 
there is as a result only a limited range of possible social forms, and that 
there is therefore no such thing as a perfect or ideal society, seems from the 
historical record to be clear. This is a quite different judgement, I must 
stress, from whether members of such various societies do or do not find 
them good or bad, just or unjust 

Beyond the general issue of determination histories are distinguished 
by the nature of the determinations they identify and emphasize and the 
extent to which they are mono- or multi-causal, although in effect no one, 
even the most extreme and committed socio-biologists, actually holds 
to a mono-causal view; it is always a question of emphasis. For example it 
is often claimed that Marx's version of history makes the economic 
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determinantBut in effect, since this is only in the Jast instance and it works 
its effects on historical evolution through the superstructure, through 
class consciousness and politics, the Marxist historical-materialist under- 
standing of this process is much more complex and multi-causal. Where 
the emphasis is put will rest on an underlying view of social structure and 
process. For instance different historical accounts may place their empha- 
sis on the economic, the political, the social, or the cultural, but in each 
case their explanations of the nature of historical change, of what is at 
stake, will depend upon how they theorize the divisions of the social struc- 
ture and the relation between those spheres. Indeed one can see that a key 
element in the historical explanation for the rise of modernity, which is at 
the same time a description of modernity and is shared across a wide range 
of historians and sociologists, is the development of a division of labour 
and an increasing separation between distinct social spheres. Different 
historical explanations of both the origins and further development of 
modernity will then prioritize the impact of these spheres in different 
ways. 

I cannot here write a substantive history of social communication. 
That would be the subject for a substantial book in its own right. My 
purpose is to outline those historical approaches to the media, or those 
historical approaches to social theory, which are of relevance to the 
questions we currently pose about the media, which are either in fact 
mobilized in current debates or which I find most useful for thinking 
about the problems within modernity posed by the media. The purpose 
of this outline will be to clarify what problems are being addressed and 
how. 

But finally, before I turn to that task, I would like to stress at this point a 
further intellectual bias which this stress on history reveals. Much current 
work on communication, especially that within an Information Society 
perspective, as well as much current policy debate and indeed the culture 
of the media themselves, are enraptured by the new and the ephemeral and 
exhibit an almost willed amnesia that amounts to what one might call a 
nostalgia for the future. But one of the great benefits of a historical per- 
"s^ective is to stress, against the current of the age, what Braudel has called 
the 'longue duree', the long-term rhythms and patterns of determination 
within which humans have in the past and continue in the present to pur- 
sue their social lives. At the present time I think it is important to stress 
the slowness rather than the speed of change, the relatively restricted pos- 
sibilities and range of choice open to human beings and the way these have 
raised over a long historical period and continue to raise the same set of 
questions as to how we might and should lead our lives, as we necessarily 
must, together. 
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Theories of Social Evolution: Means of Production, 
Coercion, and Persuasion 

Let us start at the most general level, of what might perhaps more ap- 
propriately be called historical sociology rather than history, with broad 
theories of social evolution. Runciman has recently articulated in his 
three-volume Treatise on Social Theory, with theoretical rigour and so- 
phistication and based upon a wide range of evidence from the historical 
record, a version of what is a very widely held theory — a version Cailinicos 
has dubbed neo-Weberian. This theoretical approach argues, in Runci- 
man s words, that 'societies are conceptualised in terms of the allocation of 
power among their members, for the simple and sufficient reason that 
non-random interaction among and between the members of any and all 
societies implies their capacity mutually to influence each others behav- 
iour'; power is then defined as'the capacity of persons to affect through ei- 
ther inducements or sanctions what is thought, felt, said or done by other 
persons, subject to that capacity deriving from the possession of institu- 
tional, not personal, attributes — institutions being defined in turn as sets 
of interrelated practices whose rules, which may or may not be either 
explicitly formulated or universally acknowledged, apply to specifiable 
groups or categories of person irrespective of those persons' choice or con- 
sent' (Runciman 1989: 2). Runciman then goes on to argue that'the range 
of variation between one society and another, vast as it is, is neither infinite 
or random; that it is only as the outcome of an institutionalised competi- 
tion for power that it can be explained' ( 1989: 4), and that'the structure of 
a society can be reported initially in terms of the relative location within it 
of groups or categories of person sharing a common endowment (or lack) 
of power by virtue of their roles. But for the researcher actually to locate 
them requires an answer to the question how many dimensions of 
structure are there — or in other words, how many kinds of power' And the 
answer he proposes, and this is the crucial point for our present purposes, 
is 'three — the economic, the ideological and the coercive — which, al- 
though always mutually interdependent, are never fully reducible to one 
another . . . But it can hardly be disputed that there is a distinction to be 
made between access to or control of the means of production, means of 
persuasion and means of coercion respectively' (1989: 12). That this way 
of looking at societies is close to the heart of the historical definition and 
understanding of modernity can be seen by Runciman's admission that 
'my choice of the terms "means of production", "means of persuasion" and 
"means of coercion" is a conscious attempt to combine what I believe to be 
the most valuable insights of both Marx and Weber, although neither ever 
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put the distinction in quite this way themselves'. On this basis he then goes 
on to argue that 

it is the restraints on, and variations within, convertibility and congruence [be- 
tween the three modesl whose study is likely to shed light on the workings and 
evolution of societies of different kinds. Each of the three forms of power has its 
autonomous rules; but at the same time, each is reciprocally influenced by the 
other two in at least some aspects and to at least some degree. Every society has its 
mode of production, its mode of persuasion and its mode of coercion, and only 
when all three are taken into account can different societies be assigned to One or 
another of the range of possible alternative modes and sub-types of the distribu- 
tion of power. (1989: 16-17) 

I have focused on this model at some length because I want to argue that 
we can distinguish various historical approaches to the media according to 
which of these dimensions of socialpower they focus upon and what rank- 
ing of and relationship between the modes, whether implicitly or explic- 
itly, they propose in explaining social structure and social evolution. 
Runciman is clarifying the theoretical presuppositions of a theory of social 
power and its evolution that is much more widespread. For instance it un- 
derpins, although it is not derived from Runciman, Bourdieu's historical 
analysis of the development of the cultural field and the exercise of sym- 
bolic violence as the preferred mode of domination in capitalist societies, 
and is behind Gellner's analysis of the shift from traditional to modern so- 
cieties in terms of a shifting relation of power between, in his terms, the 
Plough, Book and Sword (Gellner 1988). And a similar model underlies 
Gramsci's highly influential theory of hegemony (see also Mann 1986, 
1993; Callinicos 1995). Because of the importance of this model, it is cru- 
cial to stress that the media do not in any simple way map onto the model 
such that they are institutions within the mode of persuasion. The prac- 
tices of mediated social communication can clearly be attached to roles 
and the exercise of differential endowments of power within all three 
modes, and it is precisely the purpose of both historical and contemporary 
analysis to analyse the ways in which those social resources are mobilized 
by those occupying productive, persuasive, or coercive roles, and with 
what effect on the power relations both within each mode and between 
them. 

This general model is mobilized by both Gellner and Bourdieu for es- 
sentially similar purposes. Each focuses, although their conclusions and 
modes of analysis are very different, on two related concerns within a 
general analysis of the key characteristics of the shift from traditional to 
modern societies. First they focus not on the media as conventionally un- 
derstood but on the development of formal systems of education as the 
core of the mode of persuasion within the wider context of a shift from co- 
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ercion to production as the key axis of domination or as Gellner, with his 
habitual vivacious cynicism put it, echoing De Maistre, a shift from rule by 
the hangman to rule by generalized bribery. Within that general picture of 
historical development Bourdieu has focused on the historical develop- 
ment in France of the intelligentsia as the dominated fraction of the dom- 
inant class and of the specialized fields of cultural production, but again 
with a focus on formal education, within which that intelligentsia exer- 
cises its power. The second concern of both has been, following Weber, the 
historical analysis and explanation for the growth of rationality and the 
scientific world view. Thisstrand of historical work then links to the whole 
field of the historical sociology of science and the intellectuals in, for 
instance, the work ofGouldnerf 1976) and Bauman (1987). 

But where this approach links back directly to media history is through 
that tradition which focuses on media technology and its impact on the 
power relations both within and between the modes. It is difficult, I think, 
to underestimate the influence now exercised by that version of media his- 
tory which focuses on technology, and in particular by an explanation of 
the transition to modernity that places print technology at its centre and 
extrapolates from this to make similar claims for the causal impact of elec- 
tronic technologies on a similar epochal shift to what is variously de- 
scribed as post-industrial, post-modern, or information society. Here a 
key work in what is now a very rich field of historical writing on the rela- 
tionship between a nascent print culture and the Enlightenment is E. 
Eisenstein's The Printing Press as an Agent of Change ( 1 979; see also Febvre 
and Martin 1990; Darnton 1979, 1982; Baker 1992; Chartier 1985, 1987). 
Here it is the lessons that have been drawn from her work by others rather 
than her own analysis which have been crucial. For instance Ithiel de Sola 
Pool, in calling print and the new electronic technologies 'technologies of 
freedom' (De Sola Pool 1984) allies a technologically determinist history 
to classic Whig theory and sees printing technology as the key agent 
undermining autocratic power based on monopolies of knowledge and, 
allied to the free market, as the basis for the rise of liberal democracy. Here 
the lesson he draws from history is that any regulatory curbs on the free 
market mobilization of new technologies is undemocratic. In fact Eisen- 
stein herself is much more careful and nuanced in her interpretation. For 
instance she takes on the counterfactual example of China, and its prior 
development of movable type, to argue that the impact of print on the 
transition to modernity in western Europe can onlybe understood as part 
of a wider set of social changes. Thus she places the roots of a developing 
scientific world view and practice and of a growing demand for written 
materials that made printing economically competitive with scribes as 
prior to the development of printing technology, and she differentiates 
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between the impact of printing onun elite scientific culture and its devel- 
opment on the one hand, and its impact via Protestantism and printing in 
the vernacular and via the printing of visual images on the other, on the 
creation of a popular print culture and a more extensive public sphere. 
This is an important argument and one shared with Mukerji in her From 
Graven Images ( 1 983) because it separates the impact of printing from the 
simple creation of a culture based upon writing. Indeed Mukerji argues 
that the primary impact of printing was in helping to create a materialistic 
culture by creating in the form of prints and printed textiles the earliest 
widely circulated and mass-produced industrial commodities. 

This is important because Eisenstein is clearly in part writing within a 
tradition that prioritizes a technological, stage theory of history whereby 
the nature of human consciousness was altered by the shift first from oral- 
ity to literacy (Ong 1982) and then by the shift from literacy to the 'sec- 
ondary orality' of electronic media (McLuhan 1 964). The priority given to 
technological development as driver of historical change is well captured 
by the title of one of Ong's books, Orality and Literacy: the Technologizing 
of the Word. The most recent and influential mobilization of this broad 
theory of historical development is by Meyrowitz in his No Sense of Place, 
where indeed a useful resume of this whole approach can be found 
(Meyrowitz 1985: 16-23). 

A major influence within this school was Harold Innis ( 1 964, 1 972 ), but 
he focused on the impact of media technologies, not on the mode of per- 
suasion so much as on the modes of coercion and production. Indeed it 
was a theory he developed out of more general work on political economy. 
Innis's argument, as is well known, was that different media technologies 
favour differentially the spread of control over time or space, and thus it is 
a theory that embeds the media within a wider study of physical transport 
systems and their relationship to systems of economic and political power. 
History from such a perspective has been widely influential recently in 
analysis of the development and impact of telecommunications networks 
which are seen as primarily determined in their development and them- 
selves effecting changes either within the structure of economic produc- 
tion or within the apparatuses of the state. A typical example of this type 
of historical approach and its consequences for current thinking is 
Mulgan's Communication and Control (1991): 

we have become used to the idea that communication systems can carry conversa- 
tions, films and sounds, but it is their nature as control infrastructures that gener- 
ally predates their role as media in the modern sense. The early postal networks of 
Persian, Roman,Mongol and Chinese empires were tools of administration, under 
the direct control of military and political authorities. The first global network 
based on electricity, the British Empire's cable network, was also a tool of extensive 
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control as well as a medium'for trade and interpersonal communication. The very 
first telegraph networks were designed to control movements of trains along 
trades, the radio to control the movement of ships; today's computer networks are 
primarily used to control flows of aircraft, missiles, goods, ideas and money. At the 
end of the 20th century, too, it is the nature of communication networks as control 
technologies, as the means for co-ordinating the production, distribution and ex- 
change of commodities, the logistical organisation of armies and missiles or the 
effective governance of civil populations, that is proving most decisive in shaping 
the direction of technological development. (1991: 2) 

Another influential example of work within this tradition would be 
Beningers The Control Revolution (1986). But this emphasis on the shift- 
ing historical impact of communication technologies on power over time 
and space has in its turn become central to the 'new geography' and to the 
work of sociologists like Giddens, who place their emphasis on explaining 
current developments, particularly the impact of so-called globalization 
upon the impact of electronic communication networks on shifts in the 
relations of power between differing spatial locations, both within and 
between countries, and on the differential power to control flows of 
information through both time and space (see e.g. Castells 1996; Harvey 
1989). 


The Media, State Formation, and Democracy 

Innis's focus on the historically shifting impact of communication tech- 
nologies upon the exercise of both economic and political power takes us 
in a number of different directions. On the one hand such an approach can 
be integrated into a stage theory of history, whether technologically or 
economically determined, such as Daniel Bell's theory of post-industrial 
society and developments out of it in the direction of Information Society 
theory such as that of Castells. On the other hand it points to histories of 
modernity which place a stress on state formation and bureaucracy and 
give primacy therefore to the role of the media within the mode of coer- 
cion and to the problem, from the perspective of the mode of coercion, ot 
the relationship to the modes of persuasion and production. We find here, 
for instance, those histories that link the development of the mass media, 
first newspapers and then broadcasting, to the problems of running a 
modern state with a representative form of government. This is in part 
how I read Scannell and Cardiff's history of public service broadcasting 
(Scannell and Cardiff 1991), and one can find a similar emphasis in 
Williams's TV, Technology and Cultural Form (1974). This approach now 
links contemporary media developments to the problem of the decline or 
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otherwise of the nation-state and to a change in inter-state relations, and 
to actual or potential shifts in both the relationship of citizens to their state 
(electronic democracy and reinventing government) and the modes of 
political identity-formation and mobilization (the media and the politics 
of identity). There is as always both a Whig liberal version of this story, the 
media as part of the story of the growth of political liberty, a version one 
finds even in Raymond Williams's Vie Long Revolution, and of which a 
certain post-modern anarchistic linking of cyberspace, new identities, and 
a liberation from politics is itself a variant, and a more pessimistic, Dialec- 
tic of Enlightenment version such as Habermas's The Structural Transfor- 
mation of the Public Sphere (1989). But one can also place here more 
punctual studies of the growth of government information production, 
the relationships between the state and the media and between the politi- 
cal system and the media, including the relationship between the growth 
of commercialization of the media and the changing nature of the 
relationship between politicians and voters, and the nature of the political 
culture more generally, for instance the growth of voter apathy and the de- 
cline in participation rates. As Schudson (1998) has recently argued, cur- 
rent concerns about the state of political culture as a story of decline often 
rest upon an unsubstantiated historical view of what that culture was like 
before, as do similar theories of tabloidization and dumbing down. Here 
an important strand of historical work has been that on the creation of the 
structures of modern media in terms of the interrelationship of technol- 
ogy, economics, and politics (Horowitz 1989; Streeter 1996; McChesney 
1993). 

The Media and Industrial Capitalism 

On the other hand the Innis approach points to those histories that focus 
on the media within the mode of production and which may or may not 
be linked to either a stage theory of history or a theory of historical mate- 
rialism which gives priority to developments in the mode of production as 
the key explanatory variable in historical shifts in social power. 

Few, I think, even those most distant from the tradition of historical 
materialism and any notion of economic or material determination, 
would deny that central to the history of modernity is the study of the de- 
velopment of what Weber called 'that tremendous economic cosmos' that 
we call capitalism or the capitalist mode of production. And so it is that 
central to histories of the media have been those histories which analyse 
and explain the development of modern media institutions and practices 
through the prism of capitalist development. But within that more general 
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history a range of distinct themes can be identified which are related to 
different ways of conceptualizing the nature of capitalist development 
and the relation of the economic domain to the spheres of the social, 
the cultural, and the political. For the sake of analysis I wish to separate 
out the themes in order to clarify the kinds of argument being made, 
although in actual histories these themes are often and necessarily 
intertwined. 

First there are those histories which emphasize broad structural 
changes. In their most influential form they link stage theories of eco- 
nomic development which variously interrelate a development from agri- 
culture to industry to services, from industrial to post-industrial, from 
Fordist to post-Fordist, to both the stage theories of media technology — 
oral, print, electronic — and stage theories of media structures and 
practices. In so me versions it is media technology that is seen as the deter^ 
minant and the focus is on media as a means of production (Bell 1973). In 
other versions changing media structures and practices are seen as a re- 
sponse to shirts in the relationship of production to consumption — from 
mass production to flexible specialization — and in the structure of con- 
sumption itself, from mass markets to niche markets and from goods to 
services (Toffler 1980; De Sola Pool 1984). It is at this level of analysis that 
I would place histories of international communication which stress the 
creation of global markets whether from a positive {De Sola Pool 1984) or 
negative {Schiller 1992) position vis-a-vis capitalism, although they are 
often, perhaps usually, also related to histories of state formation and 
inter-state relations or in short to the general history of imperialism and 
the creation of what Wallerstein has called the World System. 

Linked to the above but not committed to a broad stage theory of de- 
velopment are histories which focus on the development within the 
capitalist mode of forms of economic organization. Such work is often in- 
fluenced by economic and business history, for instance by the work of Al- 
fred Chandler (1977). Here the emphasis will be on the media as means of 
production and the ways that they have developed in response to problems 
of economic organization. They may focus on the capitalist firm and its 
use of communication systems as control systems ( Beninger 1 986; Mulgan 
1991; Castells 1996). Here I would place histories which emphasize the de- 
velopment of advertising linked to retailing and mass consumption as cru- 
cial to the formation of modern media systems. Or the emphasis may be 
on the ways in which capitalist forms of organization have impacted on 
the production of media themselves — the whole cultural industries tradi- 
tion {Adorno and Horkheimer 1997; Smythe 1981; Wasko 1982; Curran 
1977). This approach was emphasized by Asa Briggs in his Fisher Memor- 
ial Lecture of 1960 when he wrote: 
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The provision of entertainment has never been a subject of great interest either to 
economists or to economic historians — at least in their working hours. Yet in 20th- 
century conditions it is proper to talk of a highly organised entertainment indus- 
try, to distinguish within it between production and distribution, to examine 
forces making for competition, integration, concentration and control, and to 
relate such study to the statistics of national income and output, the development 
of advertising, international economic relations and — not least — to the central 
concept of the market. 

This cultural industry approach can and has gone in a number of direc- 
tions. One approach is to focus on the general process of commodification 
{Mosco 1996). This can be linked to an underconsumptionist theory of 
capitalist development drawn from Baran and Sweezy (1968) and to con- 
scious strategic planning on the part of corporate capitalism as in the 
Ewens's influential Captains of Consciousness (1979) and Channels of 
Desire (mi). 

The Media and the History of Time 

Another linked approach derives from the more general study, as part of 
the study of the process of transition from pre-capitalist to capitalist soci- 
eties, of the social and cultural struggle over labour discipline and the con- 
trol oftime.The two foci classici are Thompson's The Making of the English 
Working Class ( 1 963) and 'Time, Work Discipline, and Industrial Capital- 
ism' (1967). But this general approach then focused on the creation of 
leisure as both a concept and a social field and on the struggle over both the 
boundaries and relations between work and leisure and over the cultural 
forms and practices that were to fill this newly created time — a struggle 
which produced both a specific sense of time which the media both re- 
spond to and reinforce (Scannell 1996) — to the creation of modern forms 
of commercial, professional sport and entertainment {Yeo 1981; Bailey 
1978). What this approach importantly underlines is that this struggle was 
also a struggle over the control and definition of education and that con- 
temporary forms of the distinction and opposition between entertain- 
ment and education are historical creations. From this viewpoint the 
history of the development of media forms and institutions is a question 
not of ideology, although ideologies will be involved, but of shifting social 
relations as an outgrowth of struggles over relations of production. Thus 
it includes work such as Smythe's on the Audience Commodity (Smythe 
1981) as well as the more widely influential work on the shifting defini- 
tions and relations between the public and the private, a properly histori- 
cal debate which underlies much of the debate on the public sphere, 
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particularly between Habermasians and feminists like Nancy Fraser 
(Fraser 1989; Fraser in Calhoun 1992; Sennet 1993; Habermas 1989; 
Elliott 1986; Calhoun 1992). 

The History of Consumption 

This approach in its turn has developed in recent years away from the 
social control approach which views commodification as an extension of 
capitalist control and thus consumption as a question of class struggle to a 
view of consumption, drawn from Weber and Veblen and informed by an- 
thropologists such as Douglas, as a culturally universal symbolic carrier 
of status distinctions and struggles over status distinction. This histori- 
cal work has mainly focused on the development of consumption in 
eighteenth-century Britain as part also of the historical debate on capital- 
ist take-off. The question of whether capitalist development, and in 
particular the development of the division of labour, can best be ex- 
plained in terms of supply push or demand pull goes back at least to 
Adam Smith, who was ambivalent on the question. For this work see 
McKendrick, Brewer, and Plumb ( 1982), Brewer (1997), and Brewer and 
Porter (1993). For its application to contemporary analysis see Nava, 
Barker, Macrury, and Richards ( 1997); for a critique see Fine and Leopold 
(1993). 

Cultural Histories 

Running in parallel with these lines of analysis, and often intertwining 
with them, is a tradition which looks at the impact of capitalist develop- 
ment on the cultural field by starting with the division of labour and the 
specialization of social domains. Thus, contrary to the cultural industries 
approach, it poses the question of the nature of the development of the 
cultural sphere and of the institutions and forms of modern culture not 
from within the economy, but starting with the historical separation of the 
spheres of culture andeconomy that was part of the creation of modernity, 
and then examines both the resulting internal dynamics of the cultural 
sphere, and its often troubled relationship, both organizationally and ide- 
ologically, with the economic sphere. Here, drawing on the general fields 
of intellectual and cultural history, we find historical analyses of the sepa- 
ration such as Williams's Culture and Society ( 1938) or Eliass The Civilis- 
ing Process (1994), histories of taste and systems of patronage such as 
Haskell (1980, 1981), histories of the changing structure of cultural fields 
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and of the social position of cultural producers as in Bourdieu ( 1 984, 1 993 , 
1996), Di Maggio (1982), Clark (1973), Elias (1994), and Wolff (1981); 
histories of cultural ideologies such as Williams's The Country and the City 
(1973) a tradition which has been carried forward in much of the recent 
work on heritage and the enterprise culture (Samuel 1994; Hewison 
1 987). Here I would wish to echo Friths regret that media history and cul- 
tural studies have been cut off to their detriment from that field of art his- 
tory that derived ultimately from the engagement with Hegel and which 
is covered by the names of such historians as Burckhardt (1943, 1995), 
Panofsky (1951, 1966, 1991), Huizinga (1965) and Gombrich (1994) 
and their more contemporary successors Baxandall (1972, 1985), Alpers 
(1988, 1989), Ginzburg (1985), Haskell (1980, 1981, 1983), and Clark 
( 1973), a tradition of historical enquiry which itself links to the Annales 
school and its study of 'men talite' (Duby 1978; Le Roy Ladurie 1980) (for 
a useful review of this work and its general relevance for the study of the 
media; see Simon (1995) and Hennion (1995)). 

This approach in its turn links to what in recent years has been a grow- 
ing and important field of historiography which focuses on the ways in 
which history itself is mobilized for broadly ideological purposes. I am 
thinking here in particular of a general contemporary concern with the re- 
lationship of media systems and forms to the nation-state, nationalism, 
and globalism. Here important histories have been Hobsbawm and 
Ranger, The Invention of Tradition; Benedict Andersons Imagined Com- 
munities, a study of the interrelationship between the rise of nationalism 
and what he calls p rint capitalism, and its exploitation by intellectuals as 
propagators of the ideology of nationalism; Linda Colley's Britons { 1992) 
ori the ideological creation of a British Nation; and also Weber's important 
Peasants into Frenchmen for the French case, or indeed Said's immensely 
influential Orientalism (1995). 

This approach links to a more general historical analysis, often located 
within a historical sociology of knowledge, of the development of the in- 
telligentsia and what Perkins ( 1989) has called the 'rise of professional so- 
ciety' (see also Bourdieu l984;Bauman 1987; Wiener 1981; Carey 1993). 
Within the sociology' of knowledge this approach links to the history of the 
development of science and as we have seen therefore to the question of 
the relation of that development to print It also links to an approach de- 
rived from the study of the labour process, labour relations, and the soci- 
ology of organizations and professions. For instance I would place here 
histories of the development of journalistic and other media practices 
such as those of Schudson (1978) and Chanan ( 1 976). 

Given that I have placed my approach to media history within the more 
general problem of the origins and development of modernity we cannot 
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leave the field without underlining the theme which, often implicitly, un- 
derlies all these histories and their contemporary mobilization. This is the 
theme posed by Weber of the iron cage of rationality and what he called the 
irretrievable fading of the rosy blush of the Enlightenment or what Hegel 
originally identified as the Dialectic of Enlightenment. For what is at stake 
in contemporary historical debates about the media is not just the nature 
of the historical development of modernity but also the normative judge- 
ment to be made of it Thus we need to separate two related questions. 
First, is the historical hypothesis of modernity as an increasingly socially 
rationalized and alienated society actually supported by the historical evi- 
dence? And secondly if it is, or to the extent that it is, is that such a bad 
thing? That such a process has both taken place and is a bad thing is simply 
assumed by many analysts, and indeed is a key underpinning of post- 
modernism in most of its forms. It is indeed not easy wtxen looking at 
actual historical accounts and approaches to separate the two levels. For 
instance, take the so-called mass culture debate. It is in my estimation a 
mistake to think that one can dismiss the critique of mass culture simply 
on the grounds of elitism. Both because that is to leave unanswered the 
problems of unequal cultural and economic power that arise from cultural 
forms that are produced by a minority for large, dispersed audiences, while 
at the same time foiling to address the question of the theory of alienation 
or reification upon which the mass culture critique rests. Because the crit- 
ics, by posing the problem as one of a struggle between difference and the 
universal, between the reasoning subject and the play of identities, in effect 
accepts the original iron cage of rationality argument as to the nature of 
the problem posed by modernity. 

It is difficult, I think, to underestimate, the influence of the model of his- 
torical development and its normative evaluation enshrined in the Dialec- 
tic of Enlightenment. Apart from the Frankfurt Schools model of the 
culture industry a similar model of the growing^reification of the world 
is mobilized in Habermass The Structural Transformation of the Public 
Sphere and perhaps recently most influentially of all in the whole of Fou- 
cault's oeuvre, which is devoted to a fascinated micro-analysis of the in- 
escapable process by which historically the bars of the cage were built and 
inexorably tightened around us. The problem with this perspective in my 
estimation is that it is built upon an ahistorical theory of alienation which 
in its turn is based upon an ahistorical theory of human essence which 
is in some way lost either, depending upon the theory, in the process of 
labour or in the process of linguistically based communication or through 
repression within the unconscious. The problem with all such theories is 
that the posited essence has to be pre-social. In my view this is as true of the 
Marx of alienation, rather than the Marx of surplus value, as it is true of 
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the ontology of logocentrism. In both cases it cannot accept that human 
so-caUed nature is both essentially social and socially created such that 
we can conceive of the development of modernity as a process involving 
interrelated gains and losses; for instance, the process of economic 
rationalization through exchange relations and of bureaucratic rational- 
ization through systems of law and administration are both a process by 
which human relations are increasingly mediated by abstract structures, 
which have to be understood and controlled as such, and also the neces- 
sary condition for greater ranges of social possibility and difference. It is 
not an either-or situation. There is both a higher level of social discipline, 
if that is the way one wishes to characterize it, AND a higher level of indi- 
viduality and reflexivity. Indeed one is the condition for the other. The 
problem for our purposesis-that this alters the way we define the historical 
problem. 

Let me take three examples in relation to current issues within media 
studies. First, for instance, the problem with Habermass theory of" com- 
municative action and the historical account of the development and the 
re-feudalization of the public sphere on which it rests, is that, in spite of his 
attempt to escape from the problematic of alienation and reification via a 
theory of communicative rationality and the life world, the language of 
colonization and of distorted communication still reproduces the original 
way of setting up the problem. 

My second example comes from Scannell's recent book Radio, Televi- 
sion and Modern Life ( 1 996) which adopts a Heideggerian approach to the 
problems of the public sphere and everyday life. Towards the end of that 
book he argues: 

Before broadcasting public life was not 'for-me' It was, definition ally, beyond the 
reach of me-or-anyone. As such it showed up then, of necessity, as anonymous, im- 
personal and distant: beyond the range of my concerns. Our stylised thematization 
of the 1 9th century in the preceding section was intended to bring this out, to show 
that the world as totality — in its parts and as a whole — was'in practice and in prin- 
ciple' always beyond 'my' grasp. Lukacs drew the correct conclusion from this — 
that the meaningfulness of the world could not be comprehended. The fracturing 
of the wholeness of the world — a real historical phenomenon, not a subjective pro- 
jection onto the real — contributed to that seemingly unstanchable haemorrhage 
of meaning from modern life which Lukacs interpreted as the phenomenon of 
reification. Being and Time can be understood historically in the same way — as a 
critique of reification and truly heroic recovery of the meaningfulness of existence 
in a world whose meaning was, at the time of writing, almost completely covered 
over. From their very beginning radio and later television have unobtrusively 
contributed to the recovery of the world in its meaningfulness that had become 
covered over in the course of societal modernisation. 
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Now huge claims are being made here, but they are based, as Scanneli to his 
credit makes crystal clear, upon an interpretation of a real concrete histori- 
cal development. Now in my view this reading of the history of modernity 
is deeply misguided. But it is subject to historical analysis. Did this process 
actually take place? Because if it didn't, the problem to which it is argued 
broadcasting offers a solution simply falls away. 

My third example is the debate over the decline or otherwise of the mass 
audience and the whole effort, present in both Scanneli and in the so- 
called new audience studies, to recuperate something called everyday life 
in an attempt to get round what this school of thought sees as the elitist or 
alienating view of the audience as a mass and of media content as ideology. 
Now it is clear that mass as a concept or attitude has its own history, but the 
point at issue is how we understand historically the relation between the 
necessarily large scale of modern social formations on the one hand and 
the necessarily generalized and abstract forms of mediation which ensure 
social co-ordination and individual emancipation on the other. Thus a 
claim is made for the progressive and emancipatory advantages of new 
media developments on the basis that they herald, or indeed may al- 
ready have caused, the death of the mass audience, (see e.g. Toffler 1980; 
Negroponte 1995). If by this we mean that large numbers of people will 
cease or have ceased to consume a relatively restricted range of common 
media products, then empirically, as Neumann (1991) in particular has 
shown, this is simply untrue and, for reasons that both Neumann and 
Winston (1998) elucidate, unlikely to change in the foreseeable future. But 
the point historically at stake is that to see this as regressive or in some 
sense anti-human and to see new developments as liberating requires as its 
underpinning the historical theory of modernity as rationalization, alien- 
ation, and reification. If the theory can be shown to be false historically 
then both the problem and the evaluative prognosis go away and we can 
worry about something else. 

I can pose the opposition between histories based upon different 
valuations of the same process by contrasting Foucault to Elias. What 
Foucault sees as the alienating exercise of discipline as power Elias sees as a 
civilizing process of increased internalized social control as self-control. 
Whether the thesis of rationalization stands up to contemporary evidence 
of recrudescent nationalism, the growth of theocratic movements, the 
increasing public rejection of science, and resort to mysticisms of one sort 
or another is certainly an important historical question. But 
more crucial in my view is the evaluation of the historical evolution of 
rationalizing processes. And in this I am firmly on the side of Elias, 
as I imagine would be anyone who had actually experienced what are 
now only too prevalent historical realities, the breakdown of viable 
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systems of economic production and distribution and of systems of legal 
order. 

In short what I wish to argue is that all theories of the media rest upon 
historical theories as to the process of the historical development of media 
institutions and practices and their relationship to the development of 
modernity and its characteristic social structures and practices. That we 
cannot avoid mobilizing Jiistories. They are the narratives that make 
action and critique both possible and necessary. That the form of the his- 
tory, the kinds of stories we construct and mobilize, will depend upon 
both the question we are asking in the present and how that question has 
been framed historically. But that such histories must, contra the post- 
modernists, be subject to validation both in the light of historical evidence 
{history is real and we get it wrong at our peril) and in the context of a ra- 
tional discursive sphere of criticism (the validity of historical arguments 
is socially grounded). 
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The Media as Cultural 
Industries 


1 want in this chapter to look at what is at stake in thinking about the media 
as cultural industries and thus studying them from a political economy 
perspective. 

As I argued in Chapter 1 the media are systems for the production, dis- 
tribution, and consumption of symbolic forms which necessarily require 
" the mobilization of scarce social resources — both material and cultural. In 
modern societies such resources are largely allocated and used within the 
structuring constraints of the capitalist mode of production. To describe 
the media as cultural industries is to point to the demonstrable reality that 
symbolic forms are in general produced, distributed, and consumed in the 
form of commodities and under conditions of capitalist market competi- 
tion and exchange. 

To examine the media from this perspective is then to be concerned 
with two distinct forms of power and their effect on the structure and per- 
formance of the media system and on the relation between the producers 
and consumers of culture; in particular who has access to what commu- 
nicative resources and what they can do with them. 
«^cK>-€- ^ ne ^ rst f° rm °f P ower iS structural. It is concerned with the ways in 

which a market system , co-ordinated by what Habermas, following Talcott 
Parsons, calls the non-linguistic steering medium of money, allocates re- 
sources and constrains behaviour in ways that are not under the inten- 
tioiiai control of individual or group agency. 
^ ^4 TJie second form of power is that exercised by economic agents 
J within these overall structural constraints, but where the ownership or 
control of resources provides some room for intentional strategic 
manoeuvre. This form of power is often referred to as corporate powe r, and 
in particular focuses on unequal market power and its regulation. In short, 
the study of the exercise of economic power is a classic field for the study 
of s ocial theory's central proble m, th e relation between stru cture and 
agency. 
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h is ironic, I think, that a version of cultural studies and post-modernist 
thinking, which is at pains to deny the economic determination of culture 
and the grand historical narratives of capitalist development and moder- 
nity upon which such concepts of determination rest, has come recently to 
dominate the study of the media and culture at just the time when theories 
of an Information Society, which places developments in information and 
communications at the heart both of capitalist development and restruc- 
turing and as then determining a total global social and cultural trans- 
formation, have come to dominate thinking and action iftthe field of 
economics itself and in the social practices of business, including the 
media business, and politics. In order to understand what, both theoreti- 
cally and practically, is at stake in these debates it is necessary first to look 
at how the capitalist mode of production works and determines, within 
limits, the structures and practices of social communication. 

Capitalism, Modernity, and Emancipation 

Theorists from a wide range of positions agree that the development of the 
capitalist mode of production was central to modernity. Indeed, for many 
modernity and capitalism are unselfconsciou sl y coterminous . This devel- 
opment involved two processes. On the one hand, as part of a general 
process of social differentiation and specialization, the economy — the 
mode of production of the material means for social survival and repro- 
duction — developed into an increasingly autonomous social realm co- 
ordinated through the steering medium of money. At the same time, as a 
result of the dynamic self-generating and self-sustaining process of eco- 
nomic growth set off by industrial capitalism, the mode of production and 
its accompanying structures of incentive, motivation, and legitimation 
came increasingly to dominate ever greater areas of social action, includ- 
ing the modes of persuasion and coercion. As a result, whatever one's 
evaluation of this process, one can legitimately describe the modern world 
as capitalist. Thus no theory of modernity and emancipation can bypass 
an attempt to understand the genesis and operation of the capitalist mode 
of production. No theory of post-modernity can avoid the question posed 
by Information Society theory of whether or not this mode of production 
is entering another phase of epochal transformation. 

From the perspective of the emancipatory project of the Enlightenment 
the development of the capitalist mode of production raised a specific 
challenge. On the one hand it could be seen as emancipating humans from 
material necessity and thus providing the foundation for the personal 
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autonomy and virtuous polity central to the Enlightenmen t. On the other 
hand, in a version of the Dialectic of Enlightenment, the capitalist market 
system, driven by the instrumental, means/ends rationality of efficiency, 
was the classic case of the iron cage of rationality. It had come to dominate 
humans and was no longer under their social and moral control. In Haber- 
mas's terms the systems world had come to dominate the life world. 

The colonization of the cultural sphere by market .forces, then raised an 
especially acute problem . For Kant and his successors emancipation de- 
pended upon enlightenment, which in its turn depended upon public- 
ity — the free exchange of ideas about the world and about social relations 
with fellow-citizens in order to arrive at truth and a freely chosen and 
shared moral community. The challenge presented by the development of 
the culture industries was the provision and domination of the means of 
publicity by the logic of things rather than of autonomous moral beings. 
As we shall see in later chapters, this is the core of the Frankfurt Sdhopl's 
critique of the culture industries and of Habermas's search for uncon- 
strained communication within a public sphere. 

Thus from an emancipatory perspective we need to see the general 
question of the nature of the capitalist mode of production and of the dif- 
ficult balance to be struck in its regulation between its genuinely emanci- 
patory and its dominating characteristics as central. We then need to see 
the regulation of the culture industries as a particularly acute but special 
case. 

The Political Economy of the Media 

In order to get to grips, both theoretically and empirically, with the above 
issues it is necessary first to examine the ways in which we can understand 
the capitalist mode of production as working and as determining the 
structure and practices of social communication. 

For present purposes we can say that the capitalist mode of production 
brings into a specific historically constructed set of relations the means 
and forces Vtpro^^tion- capital, and labour to produce and exchange 
commodities (whether goods or services) on competitive markets. This 
system has certain defining characteristics: competition betwee n capitals 
in search of accumulation which drives innovation and the sear chjorjgffi- 
ciency a nd thus growth in productivityTorTrTe system as a whole; the 
separatio"n ot labour from the means of production, an in creasingly deep 
d ivision of labour, a nd thus the prov ision and allocation of labour 
through a labour market based on wages. These sets oT relationships are 
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co-ordinated across the system as a whole by money in the form of price 
signals on a market Neither individual capitals nor workers have any 
choice but to participate in the system. Gigiteljias to ^invest and workers 
haw to sell their labour to survive. Given a relatively simple assumption 
about human motivation this system will produce a relatively consistent 
pattern of action on the part of both capitals and workers in response to 
the steering of the price system. As with a linguistic medium, we can dis- 
tinguish between the structural relations which are outside the control 
of any one individual, and even social group, and thelndividual actions 
which the system produces, i.e. people do or do not invest in a certain ac- 
tivity, they do or do not go to work, acquire certain skills, consume certain 
products, etc. These are both individual rational responses and uses of the 
system. Thus the economy is structurally determining because it produces 
systemic results which no single economic actor planned or desired , from 
effects at the level of the national or global economy as a whole ( e.g. stock 
market or currency collapses, the business cycle), to those at the level of a 
sector or firm resulting in falling or rising rates of profit, investment flows, 
hiring or firing of workers, bankruptcy, or takeover. It is also structurally 
determining in another historical sense in that the complex system of spe- 
cialization of function and scale of co-ordination that the capitalist mode 
of production made possible is a necessary condition for the levels of pro- 
duction necessary to sustain societies at the size and with the complex 
characteristics they now have. As suming we d o not wish taxonorjajj^n- 
eral soci al suicide, we either have to try and sustain this system^or we . haye^ 
to fiiKfan altern ative that is similar ly efficient. Thus from a social evolu- 
tionary perspective the development of the capitalist mode of production 
and the societies based upon it is path-dependent. We cannot go back 
without, unacceptable consequences. Of course environmental disaster 
may force such a retreat, but the point is that human agents would not 
knowingly choose such a course of action. In this sense to say that the 
structure is determining is not to say that actors would not or do not 
choose it. It is to say that given the constraints it creates then their rational 
choice is to sustain it It is also important to note that the kind of structural 
determinism involved does not deny the role of rational human agents and 
their strategic instrumental human action as a determinant of the opera- 
tion of the system. On the contrary the system only works in the struc- 
turally determining ways that it does so long as human agents continue to 
act in specific ways that they see as rational and that, within the situation 
in which they find themselves, are as rational as any social decision can be 
in conditions of 'bounded rationality'. Capitalists and their managers re- 
ally do make what they see as rational decisions about where best to invest, 
how to position themselves on markets, what to produce, etc. Workers, 
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within much narrower constraints, do indeed decide whether or not to get 
trained, which jobs to apply for, whether or not they will accept a given 
wage, and what they will consume. But they do so within a set of con- 
straints specific to the system, in particular in response to price signals, 
and with results determined at the level of the system and thus with results 
that they may not have in any sense planned. 

We can make our first approach to understanding how the mode of 
production structures the field of social communicatioj i at this level of the 
structure. First t he amount ot resources made availa ble for communica- 
tion is determined by the amo unt or the economic surplus in generaTffltTs 
very easy to ascertain both by historical comparison'anS b*y"comparison 
between countries that the range of different communication media and 
the level of output within these media is closely linked to GDP and overall 
levels of disposable income. Because of economies of scale, small countries 
can support fewer nationally produced media than large coun tries.) The 
amount of media sustainable under market conditions is in general deter- 
mined both by the level of disposable income and resulting consumer 
expenditure and by the level of advertising support. Thus if we are to un- 
derstand the present pattern of media provision and the possibilities for its 
future development we need to understand what drives and constrains 
consumer expenditure and advertising expenditure. For example many of 
the recent and current predictions for developments of new media, and 
thus both the business strategies and the public policies based upon them, 
have foundered on the rock of what economists call realizable demand. 
There is a gap in any economic system, which is a system for dealing with 
scarcity, between consumers' needs and desires on the one hand and what 
consumers are both able and willing to spend in general, and on any given 
good or service in particular. Similarly there is a gap between the aspira- 
tions and talents of those, whether individuals or social groups, who might 
want to communicate or produce symbolic forms of expression on the one 
hand and both the jobs available and realizable consumer demand on the 
other. The point to be stressed here is that the structure of the cultural 
l abour market and the structure of cultural demand are not random. This 
does not mean, However, that they cannot be changed by specific public in- 
tervention — for instance the reregulation of UK broadcasting in the late 
1980s significantly restructured the broadcasting labour market and thus, 
in analysable ways, the structures of power and control over cultural pro- 
duction. The structure of public consumption can also be shifted by poli- 
cies of public subsidy, education, or indeed censorship. We can see this 
possibility and the problems associated with it in the debate over universal 
service in telecommunications and public service in broadcasting. But the 
point again is that these interventions are increasingly made on the basis 
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of economic analysis and theory and are constrained in their effects in 
ways that are subject to economic analysis — assuming of course that 
such production and consumption is not entirely withdrawn from the 
economy and directly organized by the state. 

A further overall structuring effect is the division between what econo - 
mists call intermediate and final deman d. Intermediate demand refers to 
those goods and services produced for use within the productive system it- 
self. Machines, raw materials, marketing, accountancy, and legal services 
or industrial training. The level and structure of-intermediate demand is 
determined by the level and structure of capital investment and the strat- 
egies and structure of firms. Final demand refers to those goods and ser- 
vices sold direct to consumers and is determined by level of disposable 
income, which in its turn is determined by the share of wages in the over- 
all output. This distinction is important because mu ch of the discussion 
of media and culture, even that infor med by an eco nomic perspective, 
is overwhelmingly focused on final demand . This is misleading for two 
reasons. 

First because much of the debate on the effect of so-called new med ia 
and the Information Society is based upon the supposed implications!^ 
increased consumer choice and consumption o f media, and the supposed 
demassification that has resulted or will resu lt, an d its consequent cul - 
tural/lifestyl e and political effect s. This strand of thought tends demon- 
straoTyToexaggerate the changes in consumer behaviour, when even the 
most cursory look at actual consumption and expenditure patterns will 
show the limited range and degree of change within what economists have 
called the principle of relative constancy, i.e. in real terms the proportion 
of disposable income spent on media consumption has remained rela- 
tively constant. 

Seco ndit tends also to neglect the fact that much media, much of the de- 
velopment of informationand communication te chnol ogy and their use, 
is primarily driven by the needs of the production system itself . Advertil^" 
in g is an obvious example . We know that newspapers and broadcasting in 
their current form would not have developed historically without adver- 
tising support and that they are still dependent upon advertising finance 
either entirely or for a significant proportion of their revenue. Indeed the 
very growth of a mass media market in the newspaper and magazine in- 
dustry was dependent upon the low consumer prices and thus economies 
of scale that could be built on the top of advertising revenue, itself depen- 
dent upon the development of a new phase of consumer capitalism and 
the move to mass-market branded consumer goods. We also know that the 
level of advertising demand has no direct connection with the level of con- 
sumer demand for the media products and services financed by it, but is 
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more closely related to levels of corporate profitability. Thus to under- 
stand the media economy and what is and is not sustainable within it we 
need to understand the nature of the advertising market. This is not to say 
that the structuring effect of advertising finance is everywhere the same. 
We know, from the differential rates of overall advertising expenditure, 
that this is in part a cultural phenomenon and that it is not common across 
all capitalist economies. It has tended historically to be significantly higher 
in Anglo-Saxon countries and in Japan than in the rest of Europe. We also 
know incidentally — contrary to the propaganda of the advertising indus- 
try and its economist supporters — that levels of advertising expenditure 
do not correlate with economic success. 

Similarly many readers may think of the tel ephone primarily as a 
medium of personal domestic communication . I n fact telephone systems , 
an d now the Internet system built upon it, have been since their inception 
and remain overwhelmingly business co mmunica tion systems. P ersonal w 
private telephone usage, and the policyorumveTsafs^rvKe now related to 
it, are parasitic on this business use . This is important because many of the 
models for the new media, in particular the Internet, are based on the 
model of the telephone. How a system develops, to whom it is made avail- 
able, at what cost, and for what purposes are significantly dependent upon 
its primary usage. In the absence of public intervention power over this 
development will be exercised primarily by its major users. This point is 
well illustrated by a presentation I heard a few years ago by a senior inter- 
national telecommunications executive. He argued that for all the talk of 
globalization the market in which his company was primarily interested, 
for which it was investing and competing, extended to about 100 acres in 
total, i.e. the major business centres of London, New York, Tokyo, Frank- 
furt, and so on, and its only profitable customers were 120 multinational 
corporations. This is in fact an exaggeration, but it is an exaggeration that 
underlines a crucial aspect of the economy of the media. As Charles 
fonsc her demonstrated several years ago, the so-called information explo- 
sion does not primarily involve the domestic consumption of media but 
the use of business services (fonscher 1983). Finally we need to remember 
that this is not a new phenomenon. Indeed the newspaper first developed, ^* 
in the era of what Benedict Anderson has cajled'print capitalism', as a busi - 
ness service. 


Media Regulation and Models of Market Power 

We have been looking so far at the general question of the capitalist mode 
of production as a structural determinant and the way in which Adam 
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Smith's 'invisible hand' works to structure the overall distribution of social 
resources to and across the communication sector. But given this broader 
system we also then need to analyse how and why economic agents act as 
they do and with what results. To understand how the process of capitalist 
market competition works, and the reasoning underlying both corporate 
strategies and public regulatory intervention, we need to draw not only on 
the still dominant neo-classical marginalist model of market competition 
but also on the insights constitutional and^rWstrial economics. 

There are two ways in which you can look at the operation ofa n eco - 
nomi c s ystem : as^ market or set of markets within which competitive 
agents interact, or asj_setj)f concrete produc tion systems. While these 
perspectives are by no means necessarily incompatible — indeed they are 
now combined in much regulatory an alysis — they do emphasize different 
problems of economic power, different structural constraints, and differ- 
ent types of actor strategies. The former perspective focuses o n romp po- 
tion between capitals, on financial flows and profit maximizatio n, the 
latter on the co-ordination of raw materials, productive t echnology, and 
labour to produce commoditie s with specific properties to meet s pecific 
market demands in pursuit of efficiency. 

Let us then look at some of the implications of examining the media 
sector and media policy debates from these two perspectives. 


The Media Market 

Whatever the pros and cons of the market as a general mechanism for so- 
cial co-ordination and economic development the media offer a challenge 
to the_jieo-classical, marginalist model of how the market is supposed to 
work which stems from the particular characteristics of a market in infor- 
mation or communication. This challenge is now central to thinking not 
just about how the media are organized, how they are developing, and 
how, if at all, they should be regulated. It is also crucial to thinking about 
the future of the economy in general, precisely because those who argue 
that we are in transition towards an information economy, and an infor- 
mation society based upon it, argue that what has always been characteris- 
tic of the media sector of the economy — the production of immaterial 
commodities — is now characteristic of the general production of goods 
and services throughout the economy as a whole. 

To understand what is at stake we need to look first at the basic assump - 
tions underlying the neo-classical model of the market . Thisishased upon 
fully rational economic agents pursuing utility maximization on markets 
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where no agent is powerful enough to determine either the price of factors 
of production or the market clearing prices of commodities, where con- 
sumers have a choice of substitutable utilities, and where market entry 
and exit are costless, where the cost of production can be passed on pro- 
portionally to consumers, i.e. the costs are captured in the price or, in 
economists' terms, there are no externalities and there are no freeloaders. 
Were such a market to operate it would ensure the most efficient allocation 
of resources to production. No resources would be devoted to producing 
things no one wanted at prices they couldn't afford, and the share of 
output going to producers would reflect the minimum effort required 
to produce that output and would not include a rent unjustifiably ex- 
tracted from consumers. Because competing firms face coveting con- 
s ume rs; there is neither mon opoly (a single seller) nor monopsony (a 
single buyer), the most efficient producers will survive and capital'will 
shift into the most profitable, because most efficient, firms or sectors or 
into new markets not already saturated — where new demand can be 
created or where demand has not yet been fully satisfied at the lowest 
possible cost. 

This model of markets produces the famous demand and supply 
curves. When production of a new product starts it requires relatively high 
fixed cost — the minimum costs of market entry, such that the real cost 
of production of the first unit of production is high, and in general there- 
fore the product is sold at below its cost of production. Profitability is 
dependent upon achievinga production run of a given size over which to 
spread fixed overheads and thus upon a given level of market penetration. 
On the other side of the coin it is assumed that for any given product 
demand will be relatively low at a high cost, but that demand will increase 
as the price comes down until a point is reached where demand is 
saturated and no more units of production would be sold at any price. The 
key to the neo-classical, marg inalist model is that the crucial productio n 
and consumpti on decisions are made at tb£ mar gi n - Production ceases to 
expand at the point where the cost of production of an extra unit exceeds 
the revenue that can be derived from an extra sale. It is by this marginal tat- 
tonment that supply and demand are kept in rough equilibrium through 
time and thus the economy runs at near its maximum efficiency. It is im- 
portant to note that this is a model to exp lain the strategic behaviour of 
producers and consume rs. Itfsays nothing one way orjhe other about dis- 
tribution, or the allocation oKthe surplu s, except in so far as labour is in- 
cluded within the model as a factor of production, the employment of 
which is dependent upon its marginal productivity — the price that can be 
got for the last unit of production produced by the last worker to be 
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hired — and upon the relativecost of capital investment in machinery ver- 
sus the cost of hiring labour. In this model the level of wages and thus the 
distribution of the surplus are determined by this market clearing price for 
labour. 

It is important to understand the basic outline of this neo-classical, 
marginalist model because it is the foundation upon which are based 
most common-sense assumptions about how markets in general, and 
media and information markets in particular, work and thus debates 
about their desirability or otherwise and the need for their regulation or 
otherwise. 

The Market Model and its Critiques 

In order to understand what is at issue in these debates we need to under- 
stand first the general critiques that can be made of this model and then 
the more specific critique of its applicability to information and commu- 
nication markets. 

The first and crucial critique, with particular importance, as we shall 
see, for communications , is that the assumption of rational, fully in - 
formed economic agents is unfounded . In the real world information is 
not a cost-free good, and for this reason the costs of acquiring the infor- 
mation necessary for economic decision- making and problems of differ- 
ential access to that information need to be factored into the model. From 
this perspective possession of scarce and by definition costly information 
may provide competitive advantages which are not easily overcome. For 
instance, Britis h Telecom has information about customers and their tele- 
phone usage and BSkyB about subscribers to satellite services which are 
not available to potential competitors. Any incumbent in a market will 
tend to have information about operating costs or may have privileged 
contractual relations with potential suppliers, ignorance of which raises 
the risks of competitive market entry. It is also for this reason that it may be 
more rational for a firm to protect and enhance its share of a market it is 
already in and knows, rather than attempt to enter a market of which it 
has no knowledge or experience. These factors make industrial structure 
much stickier than neo-classical theory would assume. On the demand 
side consumers cannot afford to make a full trawl of available choices. 
Their actual purchasing decisions are much more likely to be deter- 
mined — and given information costs quite rationally so — by habit — 
sticking with the devil you know — thus by brand loyalty, or by advertising, 
where the search costs are borne by the seller not the purchaser. In pure 
theory consumers are supposed to be faced by a range of products or ser- 
vices which are near-substitutes and between which it is possible to make 


48 


The Media as Cultural Industries 


easy trade-offs between quality and price. But in fact, while this may be 
relatively easy when buying fruit in a street market, in most transactions it 
is not. It is difficult to j udge the real 'quality' of one product compared with 
another. Indeed much marketing effort by corporations goes into trying to 
make products different from one another, if only marginally so, such that 
they are not substitutable, and by muddying the waters of price compa- 
rability by various pricing strategies. 

Secondly the model assum es thajfactorsofp roduction and products 
arejhojnogene^is, so that shifting investment or purchasing power 
from one to another is relatively costless or frictionless. But again in the 
real world this is not so. From the production side this problem is 
addressed particularly from the perspective of fixed costs. Capital invest- 
ments are in fact in the form of specific production technology or labour 
skills which cannot simply be switched to another form of production as 
and when marginal cost signals indicate. The plant would have to be writ- 
ten off and the skilled work force, built up over time, would be lost alto- 
gether or lost to competitors. Thus there is path-dependent inertia in the 
system. It will be in the strategic interest of management to run an opera- 
tion at less than maximum profit rather than exit altogether, particularly 
because the process is taking place in time and in conditions of bounded 
rationality. It may be perfectly rational to put off the evil day: the market 
might make an upturn; your competitors may exit the market before you 
do, and so on. 

Thirdly the model assumes that both investment andpurchasing deci- 
sions are discrete — in economists' terms divisible — each decision can be 
taken in isolation in the light of the market information then available. 
This may be true of very simple forms of production: when demand in- 
creases an extra wo rker with already available skills is taken on; when there 
is a downturn the worker is sacked. If I decide to satisfy my food needs 
today by buying a loaf of bread I can easily satisfy the same need tomorrow, 
for whatever reason, by buying a pack of spaghetti. But most decisions in a 
developed economy are not of that type. From the production point of 
view investment is lumpy— you either invest in a production facility, say a 
broadcasting network, and hire or train workers with the necessary skills 
to run it, or you don't, and that investment will only pay at a given level of 
output even if market demand fluctuates around it. Thus given the initial 
investment it may well pay over an extended time period to maximize out- 
put and sell at below the cost of production — what is known as dumping. 
There is also the problem of joint production. Oil refining is the classic 
case whereby the process produces a range of products for which the mar- 
ket conditions may be very different, but the production of one entails 
production of the other. The same is true of a broadcasting channel — 
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given the investment in running the channel — the individual production 
costs at the margin of the each discrete element in the schedule — a news 
service, light entertainment, soap operas, game shows, etc. — and even 
more of any individual programme, are unlikely to make any difference 
one way or another as to whether to continue production. This is why 
many seek the holy grail of pay per programme as a way out of this 
dilemma, enabling the assumption of more efficient allocation of produc- 
tion resources across programmes. Similarly with telecommunications 
networks. They may initially be installed to provide telephone services. 
But substantially the same plant can then be used at small extra cost to pro- 
vide data services. Or local cable networks may be able to carry both tele- 
vision signals, telephone calls, and data. The problem for the neo-classical 
model is how then to allocate the joint costs between these two services 
such that marginal costing could produce most efficient outcomes. In 
effect it cannot be done. Ail results will be arbitrary and will produce the 
result those making the allocations wish to achieve for whatever reason. 
Many of the dilemmas of regulating communication networks and media 
markets turn on this problem. 

On the demand side the same problem arises. Let us take television as 
an example. If I purchase or rent a television set or a satellite dish I do so 
because I expect to be able to consume a service. Indeed the service may 
not even be provided by the same person who is selling the TV set and 
the price for the service is certainly not related to the price for the TV set 
by a system of market competition. There is a chicken-and-egg problem 
here which is central to the problem of the development of communica"- 
tion networks. Without the service the TV set is worth nothing . Unless a 
significant number of people have purchased sets it is not worth broad- 
casting the service. But unless the set manufacturing and retailing indus- 
tries are in the same ownership as the television broadcasting industry 
there is nothing in the market mechanism that will ensure this co- 
ordination. Indeed this is precisely^ why broadcasting began as an 
outgrowth of the radio -set ind ustr y. The service was provided free to per- 
suade people to buy sets. Unless this co-ordination is underwritten by the 
government it presents real problems for launching new network and ser- 
vices and for the appropriate role of competition regulation within that 
process, as we can see from the launch of digital television. There is also on 
the demand side the problem of what economists call externalities. A pur- 
chasing decision may have impacts on other consumers for which they do 
not pay if they are positive or for which the purchaser doesn't pay if they 
are negative. Pollution is one classic case. The tension between public 
transport and the private car is another. Externalities can be seen as an- 
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other example of joint production. But here a production process pro- 
duces the product or service which a set of consumers purchases and, at 
the same time, a polluting by-product. 

The Industrial Economics Approach 

But any system of production can also be seen from the perspective of 
industrial economics not as a factional system of capital flows, but as a 
material social process. The industrial economics approach focuses on 
the specificities of a production system as a concrete cycle bringing to- 
gether fixed investment in plant, variable investment in raw materials, 
and labour, within a production system with specific costs and functional 
characteristics depending on the available technology, labour skills, mar- 
ket size, and consumer demands. This will be a variable geometry system 
primarily driven by the search for efficiency rather than profit maximiza- 
tion. In short, while capital in its abstract monetary form can circulate 
freely, once it is invested in real processes of production, which to accu- 
mulate it has to be, it is locked into a specific structural dynamic. Whether 
the two coincide or approach one another will depend on the characteris- 
tics of that specific system of production. As against a generalizing view of 
the market this perspective sees the economy as divided into what Storper 
and Salais have recently dubbed'worlds of production (StorperandSalais 
1997) or distinct value chains. 

The classic example of this approach to the corporate economy in 
the twentieth century is Chandler's Scale and Scope (1990 ), itself an 
expansion of his classic The Visible Hand (1977), in which he argues 
that the major explana toxiLfactor of market^ structure and corporat e 
behaviour , in particular the economic dominance of large oligopolistic 
corporations on a global scale, has been the exploitation of economies o f 
scale derived from mass production systems allied to mass marketing and 
distr ibution . The post-Fordist argument is in essence that shifts in pro- 
duction technology related to information and communications technol- 
ogy and in consumer demand (fragmentation, specialization, higher 
value) has shifted this mass economies of scale dynamic towards flexible 
specialization. This argument has then been applied to the media in 
terms of a shift from mass media or broadcasting to niche media and 
narrowcasting. 

In the field of media a classic version of this industrial economics ap- 
proach is that of Bernard Miege (1989 ), who identifies three different 
forms of media organization whose differences stem ultimately from dif- 
ferences between the types of commodity they are producing. Miege 
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distinguishes between editorial, press, and flow models. Editorial pro- 
duces individual cultural goo3s— books, records, films, etc. — financed 
largely by direct sale to the end consumer where the problem is (a) the 
management of highly skilled creative labour working under artisanal 
conditions, and (b) the uncertainty of demand. Because the nature of the 
product demands constant renewal — new books, new recordings, new 
films — for which demand is highly unpredictable, it is necessary to exploit 
economies of scope through managing what Miege calls a catalogue. In an 
economy of hits and flops you can only survive if you produce a range of 
products wide enough to ensure high enough statistical probability of 
achieving the one in ten hit. It is control of the catalogue and its distribu- 
tion that is crucial, and much of the direct labour can be subcontracted to 
'freelancers'. The press model is that of the newspaper industry which typ- 
ically employs large industrial workforces of the mass production type to 
produce and rapidly distribute a single, highly perishable product — the 
newspaper. Its perishability requires rapid production and distribution 
but ensures repeat consumption. The repeatable form ensures brand loy- 
alty and helps to mitigate uncertainty of demand. The financial problem is 
managing the relationship between subscription and advertising revenue. 
The flow model on the other hand is that characteristic of broadcasting 
where uncertainty is dealt with by producing a constant flow of product as 
a packaged service and where speed and range of distribution are crucial, 
and thus the strategic point in the value chain is control of access to ap- 
propriate distribution systems. The financial problem has been, until the 
advent of efficient subscription systems, how to ensure revenue where the 
end consumer cannot be charged. What all these models show is that con- 
centration is, in different forms, the essence of survival in the media sector, 
since it alone ensures the necessary economies of either scale or scope, and 
that the crucial competition issue is where within the value chain strategic 
market power lies. Faced by convergence — the migration of both the pro- 
duction and distribution of all types of media goods or services to the 
digital mode and thus in principle the sharing of a common distribution 
infrastructure — many now argue that two potential or actual strategic 
bottlenecks can be identified where rents or supernormal profits can be 
raised. One is technical bottlenecks in networks arising from the natural 
monopoly characteristics of either the network itself or of the market in- 
formation generated by the network. Hence the regulator)' battles over the 
local distribution loop between telephone, cable, and satellite companies 
and over the set-top box. Another is rights to the few types of content 
which possess a high probability of success — feature films and high- 
profile sporting events. 
This view is important for current policy debate because the debate over 
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the impact of digitalization and so-called convergence within the media 
sector, and its impact on both the media sector itself and on the wider 
economy and society, turns in large part, as we shall see in a moment, on 
whether one sees the problem as one of competition for end-user markets 
or as one of a restructuring of the value chain and a relocation of strategic 
power within that chain. 

The Institutional Approach 

In part because, contra the neo-classical market model, all economic 
agents operate with inadequate informatio n, there is now a whole school 
of economics dealing with the problem of decision-making under condi- 
tions of 'bounded rationality' devoted to game theory and informational 
economics. This approach focuses in particular on the important question 
first raised by CoaseXl937) as to why if the market is so efficient we have 
firms at all since firms are institutions within which market relations do 
not operate. It secondly raises the question, which has long been central to 
debates about the locus of power within capitalist economies, of whether 
it is shareholders or managers who really control firms and their strategic 
actions. One can for instance read the reforms to the regulatory system of 
UK broadcasting in the 1980s as an attempt, through the auctioning of 
franchises, to shift power from managers, supposedly undisciplined by 
market forces because protected from takeover, to shareholders through 
the operation of the capital market. Of course in the case of media moguls 
the manager and shareholder may be one and the same. 
An important version of this approach for our purposes here are the new 
institutional theories of the firm based upon tran saction cost theory 
(Williamson 1975, 1985). This approach argues that all market transac- 
tions carry two types of risk derived from the necessarily partial informa- 
tion held by participants: first they have inadequate information about 
the market because searching for such data is both costly and time- 
consuming; secondly, they have inadequate information about other par- 
ticipants' intentions because ail market transactions are subject to strate- 
gic deception. Two conclusions follow from this. First that firms can be 
explained as envelopes within which transactions can be shielded from the 
market and from the costs and uncertainties that the market inevitably 
brings with it. Where a firm draws its firm boundary, what it internalizes 
and externalizes, will depend both upon the costs of information search in 
relation to the costs of non-market co-ordination and upon the costs of 
ensuring compliance with contractual agreements. For regulatory pur- 
poses this in its turn will determine the relationship between a particular 
firm structure and market efficiency and the costs and efficiency of regu- 
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lation itself, since regulation entails not only defining the specific target of 
and rationale for regulation, but also ensuring compliance in ways that are 
no more harmful than the abuse being regulated. It has two other impor- 
tant consequences. It means that the meansof communication themselves 
and the cost of their provision, because theydirectly affect both informa- 
tion search costs and co-ordination costs, may affect firm and market 
structures throughout the economy. This is one of the key arguments of 
the information economy and post-Fordist theories (see e.g. Castells 1996; 
Cairncross 1997; Coyle 1997). It also means that the social setting, includ- 
ing the regulatory setting, will affect the overall efficiency of economic 
activity by the extent to which it does or does not promote trust. Thus ef- 
ficient firms and markets rest, as economists are becoming increasingly 
aware, upon structures of social solidarity or cultural norms external to 
the mode of production per se. 

The Economics of Media Policy and Regulation 

Let us now turn to look at the ways in which these economic models and 
arguments are mobilized in debates over media policy and regulation. 
Whichever model is used, at the heart of such arguments lies a notion of 
market failure as the justification of regulatory intervention. While other 
public interest arguments are raised, they are very much at the margin. 
In current media policy debates it is in general assumed that a properly op- 
erating competitive market will maximize public benefit, or as it is 
sometimes called welfare, in the field of communications. 

Within this competitive market model the media present, as is 
widely recognized, particular problems of market failure stemming from 
their very nature. These problems are of three sorts. The problem of con- 
centration, the problem of public and merit goods, and the problem of 
networks. 

Concentration 

Concentration is a general problem for those in favour of competitive 
markets because it leads to oligopoly or monopoly where a small number 
of firms accumulate sufficient market power to manipulate the market in 
their favour at the expense of consumers. It presents a particular problem 
in the field of media because of th e ideology of pturalismj hat underpins 
the desirability of the marketplace of ideas, and thus the very legitimacy of 
the provision of media by private economic interests. It is recognized 
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within the neo-classical model that both economies of scale and scope can 
lead to concentration — economies of scale being the situation where the 
unit costs of production decline as production increases (a natural mo- 
nopoly being a special case where the entirety of demand for a given prod- 
uct or service can be provided more cheaply by one supplier than two or 
more — or technically where the returns to economies of scale are con- 
tinuous) and economies of scope being the situation where two or more 
products or services can be produced more cheaply jointly by one supplier 
than separately by different competitive suppliers. These, as I have said, are 
general problems within the market model. But t he media are special be - 
cause of the immaterial nature of the symbolic forms being circulated and 
of their use value . It is precisely because it is now argued that the centre of 
gravity of capitalist economies is shifling_fTQjm the p rodu ction and circu - 
l ation of material goods to the production and circ ulation of symbolic 
values , even when these, as with a motor car, are embedded in a material 
good, that the model of the media market and its regulatory problems is 
being applied more generally to the analysis of the so-called information, 
post-industrial or post-Fordist economy 

Here we need to make a distinction within the media between produc - 
tion and reproduction . The relationship in media between the production 
of the original prototype — what in a normal industry would be covered by 
research and development — and its production in multiple series for dis- 
tribution to consumers is very different from that in a normal industry. In 
the media the costs of producing the original artefact, be it the edition of a 
newspaper, a film, or a television programme, is high relative to the unit 
costs of then reproducing that original — what in the newspaper is called 
the first copy or in the film industry the negative cost . This means that the 
marginal cost of an extra reader, viewer, or listener is extremely low. In 
broadcasting it is in effect zero. Thus there are continuous returns to 
economies of scale and no economic barriers to maximizing audiences. 
These economies of scale dynamics are then reinforced by economies of 
scope dynamics. The use value of the information industries, .untijte oriicr 
industries, is based on the productioAj a&qygky- If I already possess a 
piece^finformation, by d efinition I no longer need to purchase it again. It ^ 
aiffij flejin^jto know if I want to consume a given information 

product until l have consumed it. My decision to buy cannot be based on 
previouTIcn^owledge of the product This means that unlike most indus- 
trial production demand is very unpredictable. In most consumer goods 
industries this is not true. Loaves of bread or motor cars have embedded 
within them definable and repeatable qualities which are in turn related 
to known production costs. It is the job of industrial engineers and cost 
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accountants to design products with features which they know from re- 
search and market testing consumers want at a price they can afford. While 
new products may do better or worse on competitive markets this is within 
controllable limits, and products rarely fail. Competition takes place 
through the continuous innovation of product quality within known pat- 
terns of use and demand and by improving productivity in order to com- 
pete on price with market rivals within the same product market. None of 
this applies within the media. Products routinely fail producing the preva- 
lence of the hit-and-miss phenomenon. Misses don't just fail, they fail 
abysmally, while the major proportion of the revenues is captured by the 
small proportion of hits. The problem is that no one in the industry, what- 
ever they may claim, can predict the hits. This has several important con- 
sequences. First it favours economies of scope, because if you only produce 
a single product your chances of going bankrupt are very high. In order to 
make a reasonable return it is necessary to spread the risk over a range of 
products. Thus the ability to produce, and even more important distrib- 
ute, a significant product range is crucial. In the medium to long term the 
large operator will always defeat the small. Second, it means that in general 
the media do not compete on price, since there is no calculable relation- 
ship between costs of production and revenues received for any one prod- 
uct Nor can the consumer make a trade-off when making a purchasing 
decision between price and quality. They are simply incommensurable. 
This links to economies of scale because the unit cost of the individual 
consumer product — a book or a record or a newspaper or a video — may 
be so lowthat there is little margin within which to make meaningful price 
discriminations. Thus in general media are sold as products within broad 
standard price categories; to illustrate the point a book publisher or film 
producer cannot adopt a market-entry strategy of competing against 
established bestsellers by offering a cheaper film or novel. Price signals 
may to some extent determine — indeed demonstrably do determine — 
whether a consumer will enter that market, i.e. will buy books or go to the 
cinema at all. They do not determine purchasing decisions as between 
products within a given category. (We may now be witnessing partial ex- 
ceptions to this with the predator)' pricing strategy of Murdoch within the 
UK newspaper market (Sparks 1998) and, since the abolition of the Net 
Book Agreement in the UK, the sale of bestsellers at reduced prices as loss 
leaders.) Examples of economies of scope that may not at first sight be ob- 
vious are the newspaper and the television schedule. The purpose of both 
forms is to capture on average over time a readership or viewership by pre- 
senting, not individual items of information or entertainment, but a range 
of items that will satisfy enough of the people enough of the time. As be- 
comes clear if one considers the arguments of the Peacock Committee 
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(Home Office 1986) in favour of pay per view as the preferred model for 
the provision of television programmes, or by advocates of newspapers 
tailored to individual needs by search engines on the Internet (Negro- 
ponte 1995) the newspaper and television channel model of economies of 
scope, because its economics is based on the bundling of programmes or 
items of information, is a form of concentration which presents a problem 
for advocates of market competition as the route to consumer freedom 
and the maximization of efficiency in production. It is for this very reason 
that much current regulatory attention is being applied to the anti- 
competitive effects of the sale to subscribers of cable and satellite channels 
in packages. 


Public Goods 

This characteristic in turn links with another key feature of media prod- 
ucts. They are what economists call non- rival in use or public good s. When 
I consume a loaf of bread I am in competition with other potential bread- 
eaters for scarce resources, since once I have consumed the loaf it is not 
available to anyone else. Broadly this is true of other material commod- 
ities, and indeed of services where the scarce resource is the time of the 
person delivering the service. If a doctor is treating me he or she cannot be 
treating someone else, and the doctor's time is finite. None of this is true of 
media or information. When I watch a television programme or read a 
newspaper it doesn't stop anyone else consuming the same piece of infor- 
mation. In such a situation it has long been recognized by economists that 
the market model of provision has serious problems. First, where there is 
no scarcity there is no justification for rationing bv price . S econdly, the 
erection of a price barrier will lower total welfare since it will exdude_those 
whcTwouldi have consume d the good or service if fre e jyithput raising the 
utility of those whoxoniinue :to c onsum erTne problem, however, is how to 
avoid the free-rider problem or, to put the matter in another way, how to 
raise the revenue necessary to pay for production. That the free-rider 
problem is a serious one is illustrated by the prevalence and extent of 
piracy in media industries f the record industry has calculated that 15 pe r 
cent of global turnover is accounted for by pirat es; academics- will attest 
frompe rsonal working experience that policing p hotocopying is not 
easy ). This has been 'solved* in a number of ways. First and most para- 
doxical is by means of copyright . In effect against a background of a gen- 
eral belief in the desirability of free competitive markets, and of the general 
political and cultural desirability of a marketplace in ideas, the state un- 
derwrites a monopoly and the producers' right to a monopoly rent. This is 
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done in the peculiar circumstances of markets in information to provide 
an incentive to production in the face of free-riders. The second solution 
15 advertisin greyen ue — selling audiences to advertisers rather than selling 
products or services to ultimate consumers. But again this produces major 
market distortions which may require regulatory intervention. T he third 
solution is to erect the artificial barriers to consumption we have come to 
know as box offices, and thus turn, de facto, a public into ajpn vategood. As 
we can see from the example of the shift of sports coverage from free over 
air to subscription or pay per view television this, it can be argued, does not 
increase consumer welfare. It does, however, massively raise the monopoly 
rent extractable by those — whether sports teams or broadcasting compa- 
nies — who control the rights. The problem here arises from the fact that 
the product — the sporting event — is, like in effect all media products, a 
monopoly Such products are valuable to the producers and distributors in 
so far as they are unique. There is in effect no substitute which the relevant 
consumer will accept. T hese monopolies are socially created , and this is a 
process eminently worthy of study. For instance, while individual football 
clubs attempt to exploit their popularity via pay per view services, and 
while Bernie Ecdestone is attempting to turn a collaborative agreement 
between motor-racing teams into his private property through the con- 
tractual control and exploitation of television rights, it is clear that what 
is being sold — the attraction to a public of football matches or motor 
racing — depends upon a collaborative non-market social arrangement. 
However good and attractive a team Manchester United is, it is nothing 
without a football league of some sort. Indeed this is precisely why in the 
United States it is the league franchise in baseball, basketball, or American 
football which is the valuable asset, not the team or its historically arbi- 
trary geographical location. The same is true for motor racing. What these 
examples illustrate is that one of the factors which is economically crucial 
to understanding how power is exercised within the media industries, and 
thus how regulation should be applied, is the identification of those posi- 
tions in the value chain where barriers can be erected such that monopoly 
rents can be extracted from the total revenue stream. The reason why the 
media present a constant regulatory problemfrom the point ofy i£W-pf 
concentration as market failure is that their economic survival under 
market conditions depends upon the exploitation of monopolies, in the^ 
sense of the unique defining charac te ristics of pieces of informatio n. The 
only question then is who should be allowed to exercise those monopolies 
and under what conditions. (For further discussion of the above issues see 
Collins etal 1988; Congdon etal. 1995; Graham and Davies 1997; Collins 
andMurroni 1996.) 
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Networks 

This question of barriers or bottlenecks where the product flows and 
thus the financial flows through the system can be controlled and ex- 
ploited brings us to the issue of networks. The media are primarily distri - 
bution networks, not units of production . The media have been largely 
defined in terms of, and constructed around, technologies of reproduc- 
tion and the systems of distribution based upon them. Networks 
present inaioi^Qb lfflnsJaLthe neo-classical model because theyjre es : 
sentiaily collaborative social institutions. Network economics is all about 
sharing resources rather than about exchanging discrete, substitutabie, 
and therefore competitive, products or services. A network optimizes its 
value when everyone is ronnerted, and it can be used by anyone to connect 
to anyone. 

All economic activities are networks for social co-ordination and col- 
laboration which manage flows of commodities and money between 
economic agents. How these networks are structured and why, and how 
differential power may be exercised within these networks is thus crucial 
to understanding how economic power is exercised and to what ends. 
Within the field of communications these networks of distribution are of 
particular importance, since communication is primarily about the ex- 
change of meanings within a flow of symbols. Precisely l^c^usejl}gjaiecjig 
indus tries have developed as exploiter s of the economies of scale to be dg- 
rived from rapid reproduction and mass distribution^ .whajjs^o^n a 
highly perishable product in competition for very scarce consumer time, 
the development and control of distribution networksji asj^e^^ruciai 
historically to the structure and development of those various jndustrjes^ 
TPus aspectof Their activity is for the most part hidden from the view of 
the ultimate consumers, and similarly neglected by analysts, who focus 
understandably on the symbols circulating rather than on the networks 
through which they circulate. This is a serious mistake. If we were studying 
a country's diet and eating habits today we would, within the total food 
chain, focus our attention, rightly I think, 9JlJh5J^|^^ su pe r niarket 
chains rather than on either the food producers L or on ^ethnography of 
family eating habits, important as both those might be. But it is the super- 
markets^puying-power, distribution logistics, location policies, stock con- 
trol, and marketing which determine the pattern of what is made available, 
the ways in which shifting consumer tastes are channelled, broad patterns 
of consumption, and above all where in the chain the major profits are 
taken. Media systems are at jhetr core, just like supermarkets. They are 
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systems for packaging symbolic products and distributing them as rapidly 
and cheaply as possible. In the field of communication there are broadly 
two types of network in operation. The one which is most familiar to 
media students is the top-down, one-way network upon which the classic 
mass media were and are based, whether a network of railways and kiosks 
for newspapers and magazines, film distribution and exhibition chains, 
or radio and television transmission networks. The other form, a form 
which is now, because of digitalization and so-called convergence, be- 
coming dominant right across the media, is the interactive switched 
telecommunications network originally developed for the telephone. 
Such networks are designed to connect all users with all other users for 
two-way communication. 

Networks have always presented problems for an economics based 
upon the assumption of the market as the ideal form because they are 
shared resources. But from the perspective of the economics of regulation 
two points are crucial. First networks are designed as traffic concentrators. 
Because they involve high levels of fixed investment, and because each in- 
dividual end user's capacity utilization and economic contribution will be 
low, networks are designed to ensure the maximum shared use of the in- 
vested resources. Take a telephone network as an example. In principle it is 
technologically possible to join every individual subscriber to every other 
subscriber by a separate cable so that each time I make a telephone call 
to a different person I use a different two-way dedicated link. But such 
an arrangement would be totally uneconomic. None of us as individuals 
makes enough telephone calls to pay for so many copper cables. The solu- 
tion to this problem was the hierarchical switched network. The calls of 
individual subscribers are gathered at a local exchange, and then all use a 
common connection to another regional exchange which in turn uses 
major high-capacity connections between major exchanges to distribute 
calls out again in the same way at the other end. This hub-and-spoke sys- 
tem is a common one for communication systems. It has recently become 
familiar as a name in relation to the planning of airline routing and the re- 
sulting competition for slots at major hub airports. But it was probably 
first systematically developed by Roland Hill in his reform of the British 
postal service in the 1 830s. It was this rather than the flat-rate penny post 
that was crucial. But the flat- rate postage stamp is illustrative of an impor- 
tant resulting aspect of the economics of a network as a traffic concentra- 
tor. The flat-rate stamp is significant for three reasons. First, given that the 
name of the game is to maximize the sharingof the sunk investment, a flat 
rate both emphasizes the shared cost element and at the same time en- 
courages maximum usage by spreading the cost, thus encouraging maxi- 
mum use at the margins. The reasons why this may be acceptable to all 


60 


The Media as Cultural Industries 


users, even if some appear to be subsidizing others, are the so-called net- 
work externalities. The value of a network to its existing users grows as 
each additional user joins the network, both because it spreads the un- 
avoidable fixed costs across a larger number of users and because it in- 
creases the numbers of people existing users can contact. Thus a network 
needs to be seen as a club rather than a market. The problem, as has been 
discovered in both broadcasting and telecommunication, is what happens 
when this coalition of mutual interest breaks down (Noam 1987). Because 
of network externalities and the traffic-concentrating economics of net- 
work design, networks are classic examples of natural monopolies. They 
are more efficient run as monopolies. This being so the problem arises as 
to how to control access to and pricing of these monopolies, particularly 
when, as is the case with the switched telecommunications network, they 
become increasingly important as a way to do business generally. Thus 
getting the regulatory structure of the network right may have very wide 
economic, not to mention social, implications. Many of these problems 
are common both to the switched, interactive networks such as the tele- 
phone and to one-way networks such as broadcasting, whether by ter- 
restrial analogue or digital, satellite or cable. The reason that network 
economics are central to understanding economic power in communica- 
tion and the debates over regulation is because it is claimed that the so- 
called digital revolution is establishing the model of distribution and its 
regulation, developed within telecommunications, to the distribution of 
all information on the model of the Internet (see European Commission 
1997b). 

These issues have now become of more general interest than simply to 
those interested in media and media regulation. First because it is claimed 
that the economics of the network is now central to the political economy 
of the global information society — a centrality well illustrated by 
Castells's use of the title The Network Society ( 1996) for his recent major 
analysis of current globafpolitical economic trends towards an Informa- 
tion Society. It is also because it is claimed that the whole global economy 
is moving towards what has been called the 'weightless economy' (Quah 
1994; Coyle 1997) or the 'economy of signs' (Lasch and Urry 1994), 
whereby all production is becoming in effect the production, distribution, 
and sale of information and therefore the issues that have bedevilled 
media economics and regulation become issues for the economy in gen- 
eral. In particular it raises the question of transaction costs in a new and 
more general form. Efficient markets depend upon widely distributed in- 
formation and on trust as necessary infrastructures, or upon what Andrew 
Graham has called common knowledge. What then happens when the 
availability of this common knowledge is itself threatened by the very 
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market system for the efficiency and justice of which it is supposed to be a 
necessary foundation? Thus, increasingly, how systems of information 
and communication are regulated, who controls them, and for what pur- 
pose are central not just to culture or politics but to the operation and le- 
gitimacy of the economy itself. 
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Gains in technics are never registered automatically in society; they 
require equally adroit inventions and adaptations in politics; and the 
careless habit of attributing to mechanical improvements a direct role as 
instruments of culture and civilisation puts a demand upon the 
machine to which it cannot respond- ... No matter how completely 
technics relies upon the objective procedures of the sciences, it does not 
form an independent system, like the universe; it exists as an element in 
human culture and it promises well or ill as the social groups that exploit 
it promise well or ill. The machine itself makes no demands and holds 
out no promises: it is the human spirit that makes demands and keeps 
promises. 

Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilisation 

Throughout the world, information and communication technologies 
are generating a new industrial revolution. It is a revolution based on in- 
formation, itself the expression of human knowledge. Technological 
progress now enables us to process, store, retrieve and communicate 
information in whatever form it may take — oral, written or visual — 
unconstrained by distance, time or volume. This revolution adds huge 
new capacities to human intelligence and constitutes a resource which 
changes the way we work together and the way we live together. 

Bangemann Report 

The Internet revolution has challenged the corporate-titan model of 
the Information Superhighway. The growth of the Net is not a fluke or 
a fad, but the consequences of unleashing the power of individual 
creativity. If it were an economy, it would be the triumph of the free 
market over central planning . In music jazz over , Bac h. Democracy oyer 
dictators hip. 

Christopher Anderson , The Economist, 1 July 1995 

The new media and information devices that are currently being tried 
out or discussed around the world are additional evidence of a wholly 
new stage through which the economies of the West are passing. A great 
shift is taking place from producer to consumer sovereignty in Western 
democracies, a shift that is bringing in its train a change in values and 
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in systems of economic management. In the field of information such 
devices as teletext, viewdata, cassettes and cables and videodisks all fit 
the same emerging pattern: they provide opportunities for individuals 
to step out of the mass homogenised audiences of newspapers, radio and 
television and take a more active role in the process by which knowledge 
and entertainment are transmitted through society. 

Smith, Goodbye Gutenburg, 22 

No one studying the media can avoid the question of technology. Within 
the general problem of the nature and effects of social mediation we can 
identify three distinct types of mediation. There is the mediation by other 
human agents, the problem raised for modernity above all by the social di- 
vision of labour and which I examine as regards the mediators in Chapter 
5, and as regards the more general problem of political representation in 
Chapter 8. Second, there is the mediation by sysfems of syrnbolic_re_pre- 
sentation, the implications of which I examine in Chapter 7. Finally there 
is the mediation, both between humans and nature and between humans 
themselves, by means of tools. This third form of mediation has been the 
central focus of that tradition of social thought which sees labour as the 
denning characteristic of the human species and sees the development of 
tools rather than of speech as the denning break between the animal and 
the human and thus the foundation of human culture. 

From this perspective to study the history and social consequences of 
the development of the systems and processes of social communication 
Iamcalling media i s to s tudyjthe development and ; d eployment of tech- 
2£l£giesji^jhe^^ and cons umption of symbols . 

Indeed both in everyday parlance, in the academic division of labour and 
in sectoral distinctions between businesses, the media are denned, named, 
and distinguished one from another not on the basis of the symbols they 
carry but on the basis of their underlying technologies of production and 
distribution. We thus talk and think about the media, research the media, 
invest in, manage, and regulate the media in terms of film, records, the 
press, radio, television, and telecommunications. As we have seen when 
examining the political economy and regulation of the media in Chapter 
3, the differences between these underlying media technologies matter. 
They in part explain why this particular medium seen as a business oper- 
ates in the way it does and is regulated in the way it is. 

Emancipation from Nature 

Central to the emancipatory project of modernity has been the search 
for emancipation from the constraints imposed by nature. Humans, as 
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embodied creatures, were necessarily embedded within the natural world. 
And this embedding took two forms. On the one hand humans were de- 
pendent for their physical survival on interacting through labour with na- 
ture in the sense of the physical material world. On the other hand human 
reason and self-consciousness had to come to terms with what were seen 
as the instincts, drives, or passions of its own inner animal nature. There 
were then two responses within Enlightenment thought to the problem 
posed by nature. 

In the early, largely French, phase of the Enlightenment, as it developed 
out of theological thinking, nature was seen as ultimately benign, as the 
equivalent of God's will, and the purpose of reason was to understand 
both outer and inner nature so as to live in harmony with it. Natural phi- 
losophy, orscience, took on the task of theology in revealing the mysteries 
of the divine dispensation that nature represented, knowledge of which, 
and thus human action in harmony with which, was blocked by ignorance 
and superstition — the new versions of sin. This way of thinking then de- 
veloped into the positive tradition in social science represented by Saint- 
Simon and Comte from which much modern policy research stems. It is 
a way of thinking about nature that remains important when thinking 
about technology, but in a paradoxical sense. It underlies versions of tech- 
nological determinism which see technology not just as the expression of 
nature's laws but as the inevitable improver of the human lot, and thus sees 
those opposing technological developments as Luddites and conservative 
barriers to human progress. But it also lies behind the thinking of many, 
for instance in the environment movement, who mobilize scientific evi- 
dence to oppose technological development on the grounds that it is in- 
terfering with or blocking a more 'humane' and natural relation between 
humans and both their natural material environment and their inner 
natures. 

The second response was to seek emancipation from the constraints 
imposed by both external and internal nature by controlling them. 
Human culture and freedom were now seen as anti-nature. The exercise of 
reason, and science and technology as its finest products, were now seen as 
the escape route out of the realm of necessity and into the realm of free- 
dom. However, as the critics of the new social, economic, and cultural 
order built upon the foundations of this scientific and technological revo- 
lution, whether from a Romantic or Dialectic of Enlightenment position, 
soon began to point out, the problem was that what had been created was 
a new nature. This new nature, in large part created by the harnessing of 
science and technology in machino-manufacture and the huge leap in 
productivity, deepening of the division of labour and extension of the 
realm of bureaucratic social administration that it produced, had put in 
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place a new systems world that dominated humans and restricted their 
freedom as effectively as nature had previously done. At the same time this 
new nature, far from being subject to the critical investigative gaze of sci- 
entific reason, was obscured by a new mythology of scientific rationalism 
itself. This is the core of the critique launched by the critical theorists of 
the Frankfurt School and which underpins their analysis of the culture 
industries. 

Thus the dialectical tension within the philosophical discourse of 
modernity between emanc^ation and constraint, between agency and 
structure, be tweenTuVworld and systems world, between the humanjind 
the animal, culture and nature, doubt and knowledge, continues to be 
played out on the field of technology. As we go on to examine contempo- 
rary debates about technology in general, and media technology in par- 
ticular, we need to remember that it is the relation between these poles of 
thought that is at stake. 

Technological Determinism and the 
Information Society 

In spite of the assaults of critical theorists, Romantics, and post- 
modernists and growing popular suspicion, science and technology, and 
the technologically determined view of progress linked to it, retains high 
prestige and currency, perhaps particularly at present in relation to infor- 
mation and communication technology, at both a popular and elite level. 

Thus, as we saw in Chapter 2, an extremely influential way of thinking 
about the history of the media and their social impact is in terms of the 
successive development of key technologies — writing, printing, informa- 
tion technology — linked to a stage theory of human social development. 
Many of the crucial contemporary debates about the media mobilize such 
histories and can only be understood as part of wider debates about tech- 
nology, technological development, and the modern world. Debates on 
media economics and policy or on the social and cultural impact of the 
media are in fact often largely debates about technology. Whether these 
debates concern the impact of so-called convergence on the future of the 
media industries and their regulation or the wider question of the nature 
of the so-called Information Society, they work with assumptions, often 
implicit, about how technologies come into existence and their impacts, 
whether positive or negative. Above all, underlying these debates is a de- 
bate over technological determinism. Is technology the prime mover in 
social change, a fate which we simply have to accept and adapt to, whether 
we judge its results to be positive or negative? Examples of this type of 
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thinking are widespread. You can find them in both the academic and pop- 
ular literature about the Information Society and the so-called informa- 
tion and communications revolution upon which it is based (for examples 
see Kegropon te 1995;Toffler 1980; Bell 1973;and Castells 199 6; for a good, 
if now somewhat dated, critique of this literature see Webster and Robbins 
1 986; for a more general critique of this view of information and commu- 
nication technology see Winston 1998). It can be found deeply embedded 
in recent regulatory thinking and policy documents both nationally in the 
UK and internationally. For instance in the policy documents from the 
Peacock Report onwards that led to the re-regulation of UK broadcasting 
in the late 1980s, in the documents from Ottel on the regulatory impact of 
convergence (Oftel 1995) and for example in the Bangemann Report (Eu- 
ropean Commission 1 994) and the recent EC Green Paper on convergence 
(European Commission 1997b). Indeed I would suggest that an important 
exercise is to read the recent literature on media policy, the future of the 
media industries and the information society from this perspective. Is a 
technologically determinist argument being put forward and if so in what 
form? 

■ uev,- 

The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical ^7 £ 
Reproduction < r - 

There is one particular version of technological determinism that has been 
particularly influential in thinking about the media. The most celebrated 
exponent of this position is McLuhan who argued famously that the 
medium was the message — that is to say that there were explicit effects 
embedded within a given medium, defined as a particular technological 
system for communicating, whether oral, print, or electronic. While 
McLuhans development of this thesis is both extreme and now widely dis- 
credited, versions of the argument still circulate and have powerful influ- 
ence. Indeed one formulation of it, which was at one period canonical in 
media studies courses, is Waiter Benjamins 'The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction* (1970). Benjamin's thesis, derived ultimately 
from Marx's idea of a potential contradiction between the forces and rela- 
tions of production, was that mechanical production per sehmd altered the 
relationship of the audience to cultural artefact in such a way as to destroy 
its aura, and introduce a more 'scientific* way of seeing the world. This in- 
tervention was a useful counterweight to the Romantic reaction, linked 
to notions of originality and genius, against technologically produced art 
as lnauthentic. But Adorno was correct in his original criticism when 
"He pointed out that first a distinction needed to be made between 
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technologies used to reproduce works created under premodern craft 
conditions, for example a record of a symphony orchestra or a printed 
book from an author's manuscript, and cultural forms that were them- 
selves created technologically and thus required different relations of pro- 
duction, such as a newspaper, film, or television programme, and that a 
second distinctioa was needed between the technology of reproduction 
and the relations of production and exchange within which the cultural 
form of audience relation was embedded (Adorno 1 977). While Benjamin 
had seen Vertov's documentaries as the future of a mechanically repro- 
duced cinema, Adorno more realistically pointed to the aura of the Holly- 
wood star system. Within this tradition, and equally influentially in some 
circles, Brecht argued (demonstrating his technological ignorance) that it 
was a mere capitalist conspiracy that radio sets were not designed and 
marketed as transmitting as well as receiving devices, without realizing 
that he was talking about the telephone, which already existed on the mar- 
ket, and that radio as a means of cultural production and dissemination is 
a particular set of hierarchical relations that the technology enables but 
does not determine. In this sense the difference between the theatre, 
Brecht's chosen medium, and either radio or film is oneofscale not one of 
technology. The only reason for dwelling on these ancient arguments is 
that a similar productivist romanticism now surrounds hypertext and the 
world-wide web and underpins the constantly forecast but constantly 
postponed death of the book. 

Social Shaping 

In response to technological determinist explanations of the role and im- 
pact of technology a range of what have come to be called social shaping 
approaches has been developed. These approaches can be distinguished 
in terms of the level of generality at which they operate and the aspect of 
the technology/society relation upon which they focus. What is at issue is 
what is being shaped, where, and how. And in each case from an emanci- 
patory perspective we can also distinguish approaches in terms of the 
degree of transparency, and thus of the actual or potential willed human 
intervention in the shaping process. This is important because to argue 
against technological determinism in the nam e of social shaping is not 
necessarily to argue for increased human agency. It may just represent a 
flip from technological determinism to social determinism. 

We can see such a flip, I think, in that version of social shaping that lies 
at the extreme opposite of the society-technology spectrum to the tech- 
nological determinists. This approach, sometimes dubbed the strong pro- 
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gramme in the sociology of science, argues that all science, and thus the 
technologies built upon it, is like religion or ideology, simply a set of beliefs 
as to what counts as truth, that is developed, negotiated and sustained as 
part of the cultural repertoire of a given social group. Thus the truth claims 
of science, and so its social prestige and power, are culturally specific, 
but epistemologically arbitrary. It is totally socially shaped (Latour 1987; 
Wolgar 1996; for a brief critique of this position see Sokal and Bricmount 
199S). One important strand within this school is the feminist one which 
argues that the version of reason upon which Western science has been 
based since the Enlightenment is male and thus that science and technol- 
ogy as currently conceived and practised are inevitably complicit with the 
power relations of patriarchy and neglect and suppress the interests of 
women (see Harding 1991; Calhoun 1995: ch. 6 for a discussion). The 
problem withthis position from my perspective, is that it solves the eman- 
Hpalioirproblem by epistemologicai fiat. The relation with nature is no 
longer a problem, because nature is totally malleable. Its characteristics are 
simply the projection of socially constructed beliefs. Thus ironically the 
social shaping has nothing to shape. 

Technology or Technologies 

A problem with certain versions of social shaping is a tendency to take 
a_very general view of technology as if it was a single thing or process. 
Thus the problem is thought of as the analysis of either technology in gen- 
eral or a very general species of technology such as new media technolo- 
gies or information and communication technologies, which are indeed 
shortened to ICTs so that they can more easily be thought, written, and 
spoken about as though they were a single phenomenon. This is then often 
linked with a very general view of the social level at which shaping takes 
place such that, for instance, it is capitalism or the West which is seen as the 
shaper. 

We need I think on the contrary to deconstruct the idea of technology. 
First we need to distinguish, as for example Winston ( 1998) usefully does, 
between the underlying science and its actualization in artefacts and 
processes, and then between the various ways in which the scientific po- 
tential is realized in prototypes as possible uses, from what Winston calls 
inventions, which are those potentialities which are actually taken up and 
socially deployed. These distinctions have two values. First they allow us to 
decouple the question of scientific truth^and the prestige and legitimacy 
attached to science, from a judgement of the value and impact of a tech- 
nological exploitation of that science. It is important, however, to stress 
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that this does not allow us to disregard the underlying science. It is, in my 
view, a weakness of the social shaping approach to technology, a weakness 
prevalent in much alternative thinking about technology and its impact, 
in the social sciences in general, and within media studies in particular. It 
is no doubt attributable not just to the general lack of scientific back- 
ground among its practitioners, but more generally to an an ti -scientific 
and anti-je.chnological bias within the field that stems from an attitude 
deeply embedded in post-Enlightenment thinking about the arts and cul- 
ture as opposed in itsvalues to science. The result is that it sees technology 
as totally malleable and thus cannot take seriously the constraints that 
nature places upon human action. To take some examples: what you can 
do with the radio spectrum is in part determined by the laws of physics 
and the propagation characteristics of radio waves. Any serious discussion 
about the social possibilities and consequences of the development of 
radio- based technological processes need's to take place in the full knowl- 
edge of what constraint that places on contemporary practice and future 
development. These may of course be a matter of genuine scientific and 
engineering debate. While the actual uses are determined by a particular 
configuration of political and economic power the range of its possible 
uses and the trade-offs to be made between them, for instance between 
mobile telephony and broadcasting, are not infinite. Similarly with think- 
ing about so-called cyberspace. AXailure^ul^te chnoLogical constraints 
seriou sly leads to ajorm of idealis t thinkingwherebyxy^ 
flying free of the limits pla ced upon its use by the engineering characteris - 
tics oFroe teleco mmunications network s a nd software-protocol^ up on 
whi ch the Internet runs>. and..on the real material economic constraints 
blocking alternative configurations and patterns of use. In short the dan- 
ger of this approach to technology is that it leads to an idealist disembodi- 
ment which can then as easily flip into a paranoid distopian, as Utopian, 
view of its impact. Any serious student of the media, their future impact 
and development needs, therefore, to take seriously the cost-benefit, 
means-ends thinking of engineers. Indeed the specific visions of techno- 
logical use and development that such engineering thinking may at any 
time favour and propagate can only be critiqued if it is first understood. 

Devices and Systems 

The second distinction we need to make is between stand-alone techno- 
logical devices, for instance, a PC, a Sony Walkman, or a radio receiver^and 
technological systems, for instance a broadcasting or telephone network. 
In particular, their diffusion characteristics will be different. A stand-alone 
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device can be developed and launched on a market speculatively. If it re- 
sponds to some human need, even if it is not one envisaged by its designer 
or the firm marketing it, it can be pushed along a normal curve of diffu- 
sion. It can also be modified in response to early patterns of use. It doesn't 
require standardization and there is room for a range of alternative com- 
peting versions of the technology. In short the market can be used as part 
of the research and development process. It is thus much more amenable 
both to a classic market analysis of technological innovation and deploy- 
ment and to a social shaping approach. Technol ogical systems, on the 
other hand, particularly physically networked systems, require a far higher 
level of diffusion _and interoperability of components to operate. With 
systems you either have them or you don't have them. They thus suffer 
economically, as we saw in Chapter 3, from a chicken-and-egg problem. 
For instance the launching of a new system of broadcasting, such as the 
current launch of digital broadcasting, requires, if it is to offer a realistic al- 
ternative to the current system of analogue broadcasting, large up-front 
investment and an assumption that a large proportion of potential users 
will actually use it. It is thus subject to natural monopoly characteristics 
and in general requires strong institutional support from the state in order 
to make the risk acceptable. It also has a high level of built-in inertia. Once 
people have invested in one system or standard they will be unwilling 
rapidly to change to another system with different and competing techni- 
cal characteristics. This is why to date the introduction of high-definition 
television has been a failure in spite of high-level economic and political 
efforts and why, in spite of other high-value uses for spectrum capacity, it 
will only be possible to phase out analogue broadcasting over a long time- 
scale. For this reason there is little room at the level of the system for social 
s^pin^by_consumers. The key technological decisions in designing the 
system will have necessarily been taken before there is a single consumer. 
Thus how those decisions are taken and within what interplay of power 
and interest becomes a crucial question. 

Of course the relationship between stand-alone devices and systems is 
not a simple one. The dependence of stand-alone devices on underlying 
systems ranges across a spectrum from minimal to almost total depen- 
dence. Thus devices require, at a minimum, systems such as electricity 
supply or a maintenance network or a retailing system. This is not a trivial 
question in some instances. For instance early attempts to develop educa- 
tional broadcasting in less developed countries often foundered on the 
lack of an electricity supply and trained maintenance engineers to keep 
the necessary sets running. Hence the importance of the development of 
the wind-up radio in countries where a supply of batteries cannot be as- 
sumed. Thus identifying and analysing this relationship is always impor- 
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tant and is a corrective to the more euphoric and simple-minded projec- 
tions of the future uptake and speed of growth of new systems. For in- 
stance Internet usage depends upon PC penetration. One of the things 
overlooked in attempts to launch high-definition television was that the 
sets were too big, and required a viewing distance that was too great, to fit 
into most peoples homes. Attempts to launch a combined television and 
telephone foundered on the fact that most people didn't want to use the 
telephone at the same time and in the same place that they watched televi- 
sion. Attempts to link digital television with Internet shopping may 
founder on the same problem. 

Technology and Technics 

A further distinction needs to be made between technology and technics: 
technology is a technique embodied in a physical tool, whereas technics 
are jthe underlying institutional for ms, cultural values, and socially devel- 
o^d skiflTwHTch a tec h nology expresses and within which technologies 
are_ developed and puTto work. Thus, for instance, we can distinguish 
a technics of symbolic communication within which technologies of 
writing — alphabetic, cuneiform, or ideographic were developed and de- 
ployed. This is important because it allows us to distinguish between a 
technology of communication — for instance television transmission 
and reception — and the socially invented and learned skills, such as 
programme-making, schedule construction, advertising, or licence fi- 
nance, patterns of interpretation and consumption which the technology 
itself doesn't summon into existence. As we shall see, technological possi- 
bilities maybe unexploited or produce results quite different to those en- 
visaged by their 'inventors', and we know they can and do differ as between 
different social formations; broadcasting technology' does not determine 
the institutional forms of either advertising-financed commercial or 
licence-financed public service broadcasting. This is important for two 
reasons. First because when we examine technology from the perspectiv e 
ofjxwer and its distribution kjiiaxbedie technics rath er than the tech - 
nology that is crucial. To take an obvious point, the invention and deploy- 
ment of the technology of writing was clearly of epochal significance, as 
Innis argued, for the increased scale of social organization and for the huge 
increase in the potential for non-organic, intergenerational cultural in- 
heritance it made possible, but the powerjrejatipjispfth^ 
carried byliteracvjand the shifting relations between the mode of persua- 
sion on the one hand and the modes of production and coercion on the 
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other. And these sets of relations and the levels of literacy accompanying 
them differed significantly between different societies. Secondly, it is im- 
portant, because in contemporary debates about the development and 
control of so-called new media , for instance centrally at the present mo- 
ment the Internet, or about the transfer of technology between firms and 
countries, it may well be the barriers to the transfer of 'know how', for in- 
stance the relevant working population's skill levels, that are crucial and 
not the technology perse. In the current battles around the future of the In- 
ternet it is not the routing protocols, which are the Internet's underlying 
technology, which are crucial, although they create the field of battle, but 
the differing models, and thus rules, for its operation. The clash is between 
the libertarian technics of i ts founding inventors and their 'Californian 
ideology' on the one hand a nd tHe norms o f the corporate sector with its 
structure of private property relations onjhe o ther. Crucially for the argu- 
ment here the outcome of this battle is not determined by the nature of the 
technology. 

Techno-economic Paradigms and Path Dependency 

Two influential approaches to the analysis of the technology-society rela- 
tion which combine a concern with technological systems with a concern 
with the technics within which they are embedded have been the so-called 
neo-Schumpeterian and path-dependency approaches. Both these ap- 
proaches have been extremely influential in debates about the impact of 
information and communication technology and appropriate policy re- 
sponses to it. Both are located within the wider debate within economics 
about the nature of the innovation process and the sources of the com- 
parative competitive advantage of firms, nations, or regions within the 
global market economy What both approaches underline is that appar- 
ently technologically determinist arguments are in fact often arguments 
about economic processes of which, in Raymond Williams's phrase, the 
technology is symptomatic. 

Neo-Schumpeterianism Ne/v 1 V iU-i- -W 

This approach is represented by the work of Freeman, Dosi, Perez, and 
Soete and is reflected in the recent report of the Experts Group on the 
Information Society (European Commission 1997a). They argue that 
the capitalist mode of production is characterized by long waves of devel- 
opment, of around fifty years, each linked to the development and 
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deployment throughout the economy and society of a core techno- 
economic paradigm — steam power, electrical power, and now informa- 
tion and communication technology. Each paradigm works by making a 
step change in the productive potential of the economy. As the potential of 
a given paradigm is exhausted the process of technological innovation is 
driven by the entrepreneurial search for new sources of growth in both 
new production technology and new products. Three aspects of this 
approach are crucial. First it is entrepreneurial competition wfnch drives 
the process of technological development and application. But, second, it 
takes a long period for the advantages of the new paradigm to work its way 
through the social system, since it has to combat both investments in 
existing technological systems and the set of institutional structures and 
learned practices associated with the previous paradigm. Thus, third, 
societies or economies may be more or less capable of adapting to this 
process of change and thus reaping the productive advantages of it. And 
this process of adaptation is susceptible to conscious policy intervention, 
whether in science and research and development policies, in skills train- 
ing, in labour market restructuring, in company and regulatory law, or in 
tax policies. From this perspective, for example, changes in the structure of 
the broadcasting and telecommunication industries and their regulation 
are driven by the simultaneous economy-wide impact of ICTs on both 
production and consumption. On the one hand the operation of 'Moore's 
law' — the doubling of capacity on microchips every twelve months — has 
made possible and, by massively lowering costs, created a market for, a 
hugely expanded range of products and services. On the other hand this 
has created new skill requirements and working patterns which in their 
turn contribute to the formation of new patterns of consumption. While I 
think it is true to say that this school, in the classic Enlightenment libera- 
tion from nature tradition, sees these changes as ultimately beneficial, 
it does not argue that this process of change is conflict-free. The social 
changes involved will, at least in the medium term, involve winners and 
losers. In policy terms there may be more or less socially just and efficient 
ways of managing this change process. The argument then becomes one as 
to whether, for instance, given the imperatives of the techno-economic 
paradigm, there are alternative models of broadcasting and telecommuni- 
cations regulation and market structure which are equally efficient while 
offering more or less equal social distributions of resources and power. 
Thus technology is seen as determining because of its sheer productive po- 
tential, but the technics can, and indeed have to, be socially shaped. There 
are more or less transparent, intelligent, and socially just ways of utilizing 
the potentials that the techno-economic paradigm makes available (Dosi 
etal 1988; Freeman 1 996; European Commission 1997a). 
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Path Dependency 

Path dependency is a closely related approach to the relation between tech- 
nological systems and social shaping, but it operates at a lower level of gen- 
erality and focuses on distinct technological systems, in particular in the 
form of technological standards, whether dejure or de facto, for instance 
the AC/DC standards for electrical current, the computer-operating sys- 
tem MS-DOS, or the VHS standard for video-recorders. 

This path-dependency approach has been associated in particular with 
"the work of Paul 'David and Brian Arthu r (David 1975; Arthur 1994). It 
was developed as a response to the dominant views of technology and their 
policy implications within economics. It is a powerful critique of that 
combination of technological and economic determinism which is cur- 
rently so influential in thinking about media development and which 
argues that the market, if left to itself, will produce the optimum techno- 
logical solutions. That the technologies which have stood the test of mar- 
ket competition are what people want 

ffio-classica l economics regarded technology as a black box, the spe - 
cific characteristics of which were irreleva nt. It was produced ex ogenously 
to the market system of supply and demand . All that needed to be known 
about it was that a new technology would be deployed by capital when its 
costs for a given output were lower at the margins than the cost of em- 
ploying extra labour. In economies driven increasingly by technological 
competition this seemed to be a less than revealing analysis. At the same 
time the alternative Hayekian view was that the market not only served to 
drive innovation in the search for efficiency but also acted as the only pos- 
sible efficient search mechanism between rival technological solutions. 
Thus for Hayek and his followers the problem facing economic agents was 
not that of arriving at supposedly rational decisions ( this was for Hayek by 
definition impossible because the information necessary could never be 
gathered — the problem of so-called bounded rationality). The virtue and 
function of the market was to take this responsibility off our shoulders by 
aggregating the necessarily partially informed decisions of boundedly ra- 
tional economic actors. For Hayek, our needs, and our definition of them, 
may differ and our assessment of the future will certainly differ. Only the 
market can aggregate this uncertainty into some semblance of a desirable 
social outcome. From this view stemmed the doctrine central to technol- 
ogy policy and the regulation of communications in the 1980s, namely 
technologicahi^jtrality. Central planners or policy-makers, it was argued, 
eould never have enough information to make rational decisions as to the 
best technology or path of technological development. Thus they must 
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not attempt to pick winners among firms or branches of technology. They 
must not back national champions in what were regarded as strategic tech- 
nologies, nor must they attempt to steer technological development by 
means of regulation. In the event I would argue, at least for the UK case, 
that such technological neutrality proved impossible. Sincejechnojogical 
c hoices had to be made, and since control of certain key technological 
systems would determine market power, at least over the short run, any 
regulatorypolicy tended to favour one tedrnicai solution over others, for 
instance, by continuing to allocate spectrum to different specific uses and 
thus not allowing broadcasters to use their spectrum for mobile telephony 
or vice versa; by stopping British Telecom integrating its fixed and mobile 
networks and services; by favouring the development of cable networks, 
and so on. 

Path-dependency theory undercut this whole approach. The classic ar- 
ticle is by Paul David on qwerty ( 1 985 ). The problem posed is that it is well 
known that the layout of the qwerty typewriter keyboard, which we still all 
use today as a computer interface, is not the most efficient. It was devel- 
oped to solve the particular problem of sticking keys in a particular early 
typewriter design. There were other competitive rivals which, it could be 
argued, were equally if not more efficient in the early days of the typewriter 
market and there have been attempts since, one backed by the considerable 
weight of US navy investment and training, to introduce a more efficient 
configuration. They have not succeeded. Similar cases can be seen in the 
rivalry between AC and DC current in electricity supply and, in the field of 
media, in the triumph of VHS over Betamax in the home video recorder 
market. Davids argument, which is supported by the complex math- 
ematical probability theory of Arthur, is that for those technologies where 
there is an advantage in sharing a common system there is a point in the 
diffusion-of a new technology, even if you start with a range of equally 
good competitive technological solutions, where the spontaneous deci- 
sions of individual users lock in one technology and drive out the others. 
The source of the advantages of sharing may be various: they may be the 
advantages of a common technical standard, for example MS DOS; they 
may be due to what are called network externalities, as with a telephone 
network where users want to be able to talk to the maximum number of 
other users. In the case of qwerty they were due, at least in part, to the ad- 
vantages to secretaries of only needing training for one type of machine. 
The implication of Arthur's work is that they may be essentially random 
and unpredictable. This process is path-dependent in three senses. First, 
that small and possibly random differences in the early stages of diffusion 
will determine the future path of development Second that it is aprocess 
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of lock- in : once that path is determined it may be difficult if not impossi- 
ble to break out of it. Third, that in economic terms the development and 
sale or de£loyment^of such technic^s^tems exhibit increased returns. 
The whole neo-classical theory of market competition producing optimal 
equilibria is based on the idea, derived ultimately from Malthus and the 
analysis of agricultural production, that all processes of economic pro- 
duction are subject to decreasing returns. There is a point where it is not ei- 
ther possible or profitable to expand production. Thus market dominance 
is self-righting, and monopolies must by definition be inefficient. What 
Arthur and David show is that, at least for certain high-tech systems, this is 
not the case, first, as classic natural monopoly theory argues, under con- 
ditions of network externalities a sole supplier is more efficient than any 
combination of competitive rivals, i.e. there are increasing returns to 
economies of scale. Secondly the lock-in process allows the dominant 
supplier, at a certain stage in market development, not only to make 
super profits but to reinvest them in further developments along its now 
favoured technological trajectory. Thus lock-in is further reinforced. 
Essentially this is the explanation for Microsoft's dominance and why it 
presents such a problem to US anti-trust authorities. TJiejmpJicatio^^ 
path-dependency theory are (a)> that across a range of technologies mo- 
nopoly power is both likely and is likely to besustained without regulatory 
intervention; (£}) that the outcome is not, as the Hayekians would argue, 
the technically most efficient system, andQ there is potential for public 
intervention to steer the lock-in process in desirable rather than undesir- 
able directions, for instance to ensure that your national technology wins 
out against a rival system or that a technologically, socially, or economi- 
cally superior technical solution is favoured. The problem, however, as 
David candidly admits, is that because of the randomness of the process 
and because, according to the mathematics of chaos theory that underlies 
it, very small differences of choice in the early stage can make all the differ- 
ence to the trajectory taken, the choice and timing of intervention be- 
comes in effect an insuperable problem. Public policy-makers are just as 
likely to lock into the 'wrong* solution as the market. Finally what this line 
of analysis underlines is, for better or worse, the high level of inertia that 
exists in technical systems, a point constantly underlined by Winsto n, al- 
though Winston bases his argument on different premisses, namely that 
what he calls the law of the suppression of radical potential ensures that 
existing social power-holders and social habit and custom ensure that new 
technical developments are held back and only developed in such a way as 
not to radically undermine the status quo. You can of course read this 
either positively or negatively depending on your view of the nature and 
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desirability of 'radical' change. In Winston's case he uses it as a valuable, 
powerfully argued and historically based corrective to the general hype 
surrounding the rapid and radical changes the so-called communication 
revolution is going to bring us. 

Technologies of Production and Technologies of 
Consumption 

The differences between the various social shaping approaches derive 
either from the nature of the question they arc asking or the problem they 
are responding to or from the level of generality at which the shaping is 
deemed to take place. One can , in^gencral, scojj^trc^n_tj^^pjn^£oww 
of the users of technology as opposed to its producers . But then one can 
distinguish various approaches in tenus of how they define the users and 
the uses to which technology is put. Here wc can see a broad divide be- 
tween the social shaping analyses tlu; tocus on the general problem of the 
relation between the 'invention and production of a technology on the 
one hand and its social diffusion and use generally on the other, those that 
focus on technologies of consumption, and those that focus on technolo- 
gies of production. 

Thus for instance both Winston and Webster and Robbins are con- 
cerned to counteract the technological dctcrminist hype propounded by 
the advocates of a communication revolution and its supposed creation of 
an information society. In response Webster and Robbins stress the ways in 
which technological development and use are determined by the general 
structure of capitalist relations of production and exchange and focus on 
contradicting the claimed trends in employment, in the nature of work 
and corporate organization, and in leisure and cultural consumption 
supposedly caused by this technolockal revolution. Winston on the other 
hand is concerned to undermine :he image of rapid technical change 
and to demonstrate the ways in whkh forces of social inertia are both 
intentionally mobilized, in the case of corporate power, and uninten- 
tionally mobilized in the case of deep-seated and slowly changing cultural 
patterns. 

Flichy (199 5), on the other hand, is more concerned to show the 
relationship between essentially miileable technological development, 
particularly of systems, and wider patterns of social, economic, and cul- 
tural development within which technologies became specific patterns 
of social use. In particular he is concerned to examine the way the dom i- 
nant communication systems were successively moulded, first by the 
needs oTthe state and its military, then by the developing needs of corpo- 
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ratecagital, and finally by the development ofnewforms^ oriyatejife and 
private cultural activity, by n ew forms of sociability. In Flichy's approach 
to social shaping there are two distinct processes involved. The first, 
at the level of the development of a technology, may involve the shift be- 
tween two forms of social imaginary, for instance, in the development 
of a broadcasting system and the technology upon which it is based, the 
translation of a technological and organizational paradigm developed for 
telecommunications and the transmission of messages between people 
to one derived from thinking about entertainment and the desire to 
allow large numbers of people to participate in a given cultural event or 
performance. 

The road from wireless telegraphy to radio was also highly complex 1 . The inventors 
of radio broadcasting circulated between four different spheres. They came from 
Marconi's wireless telegraphy tradition. They sought new receivers for Herzian- 
waves and found them in thermionic lamps. They werealso part of a research trend 
experimenting with free communication. Finally, they bathe in a social movement, 
that of a turning inwards of the family to the private sphere, of the organisation of 
entertainment at home. By circulating between these spheres, they were to link up 
the different contributions . . . Radio broadcasting necessitated mass production 
of receivers and the required expertise was developed during the war. The com- 
mercial form had to be given to this new social use. It was through the combination 
of several traditions — those of telecommunications, mass industry and the press, 
that the radio was finally to find its economic base. On their lo ng ro adj'rp m Hertz 
to NBC waves were in a sense transformed. At each stage of this movement there 
was a new contribution, an enhancement. The main actors in this process all 'cap- 
tured' an innovation and integrated it into thetr own technological or social 
project, until a stable system was finally attained. A medium was born; its shape 
changed tittle afterwards. ( 1 995: 1 1 4) 

And secondly a social learning process whereby the development and take 
up of communication technologies as both commodities and modes of 
consumption, the passage from science to invention to production to so- 
cial diffusion and use, involves a complex process of interactive trial and 
error, at each stage, on the part of both the producers of the technology 
and its users, such that technology and its social use are involved in a 
process of mutual shaping. 


Technology and the Labour Process 

One important social shaping school developed out of Marxist labour 
process theory.it has been concerned to argue against the view that tech- 
nologies of production could he explained within an explanatory model 
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that stressed the benefits of technology as freeing humans from material 
want and responding to consumer demand for better products. This 
school then reads the history of technological development as the history 
of a struggle between capital and labour to control production, or, in its 
more revisionist form, as the history of the development and management 
of a corporate economy. Here, for instance, drawing on the work of theo- 
rists such as Braverman (1974), issues of de-skilling and of the power rela- 
tions within corporations become central. Here we are concerned with 
issues such as the impact on labour relations and conditions in the press of 
the introduction of computer typesetting and the electronic newsroom, 
with the impact on broadcasting production practices of digitalization 
and miniaturization in production equipment and the resulting spread of 
so-called multi-skilling. Whether a process of de-skilling is taking place 
and/or whether this is also related to a shifting balance of gender power 
within media production is a matter for dispute and debate. The point at 
issue is the kind of questions we ask about the impact of technology and 
the kinds of dynamics we can establish in its development and introduc- 
tion. One crucial point to come out of this line of work — a classic case can 
be found in David Noble (1979) — is that technological change may have 
nothing to do with improving the products or services to final customers, 
although opposition to such changes .will often be condemned by man- 
agement in just those terms. Selfish, conservative workers are standing in 
the way of a better life for users. This is not to say that there is not a power- 
ful strand of thinking about production technology that is either- naively 
Utopian or nostalgically conservative. The former can be found in the view 
derived from Bell that the new electronic technologies of production 
enable a more decentred, human work environment when the reality may 
be the increased hours of work, anti-social shift patterns and lower pay 
that have been witnessed in both the UK broadcasting and press industries 
or the isolated exploitation of homeworking rather than the liberating 
bucolic vision of the telecottage. The more revisionist line of argument 
sees the development of information and communi cation technologies as 
a response to problems of co-ordination in large corporations (Beninger 
1 986; Mulgan 1 99 1 ). The strength of this tradition is that it underlines the 
ways in which communication and information technologies and sys- 
tems, for instance the telephone, have been driven not by the demands of 
consumers, but by the demands of the corporate sector, and that other so- 
cial uses have developed as almost accidental by-products of this demand. 
This is important for how we think about future developments and debate 
access to, for instance, the Internet. Why sh ould we expect it to respond to 
the needs of indivi dual domestic users? That is to say, an unreasonable^ex- 
pectation of a technology or technological system can too easily lead either 
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to a paranoid conspiracy theory (it is evil capitalists or the military who are 
blocking the peaceful or social use of this technology) or to unreasonable 
demands (in the name of universal service we should cable all households 
with broadband). 
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Media Producers 


Ajnajor organizing theme of post-Enlightenment social theory, perhaps 
the organizing theme, has been the division of labour. A wide range of the- 
orists are in agreement in seeing the development of modernity as cen- 
trally an increase in social specialization with the necessary accompanying 
increase in social complexity. It is the division of labour that raises the 
need for and problem of social mediation. This in its turn creatjenhesocial 
needfor the institutions and processes that Ijiaye ^called media. From this 
perspective it is important to stress that the problem for social theory arose 
from the dialectical nature of this process. On the one hand the growth of 
social specialization created the conditions for, and up to a point the real- 
ity of, greater individuality and refiexivity as the potential roles, careers, 
and identities open to individuals proliferated and the range of social 
interactions increased On the other hand this also led to what Mulgan has 
recently called 'greater connexity' as we all became more deeply embedded 
in a range of social interdependences, the very range and complexity of 
which lead to the development of the relatively abstract structures of social 
co-ordination of the systems world. 

One aspect of this problem upon which this chapter focuses is as fol- 
lows: both our individual survival, or at least quality of life, and that of the 
social formation itself depend at least in part on the process of symbol pro- 
duction and circulation that I have called the media, while at the same time 
that process, because of the more general process of social specialization 
itself, has come under the control of a specialized cadre of what within 
social theory have come to be called intellectuals. Our knowledge of and 
relation to both the natural and social world and to ourselves is increas- 
ingly mediated through a specific group of people. The question is then 
raised of how that group is chosen and trained, why it acts as it does, and 
how it relates to other social groups. 

Marx saw the division of labour as the producer of alienation and ex- 
ploitation, and saw the future communist Utopia that would replace capi- 
talism as a social world in which specialization of roles and functions 
would no longer be the rule. As he famously put it in The German Ideology, 
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As soon as labour is distributed, each man has a particular, exclusive sphere of ac- 
tivity, which is forced upon him and from which he cannot escape. He is a hunter, 
a fisherman, a shepherd, or a critical critic, and must remain so if he does not want 
to lose his means of livelihood; while in communist society where nobody has one 
exclusive sphere of activity but each can become accomplished in any branch he 
wishes, society regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for me 
to do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the 
afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as 1 have a mind, 
without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd, critic. (Marx 1963: 22) 

Weber saw the division of labour as part of the process of social rationali- 
sation leading to the rule of instrumental reason in pursuit of efficiency 
and to the disenchantment of the world. If for Marx the exchange relations 
of the market are the dominant expression of the set of social relations 
resulting from the division of labour, for Weber bureaucracy fulfils the 
same role. Durkheim, on the other hand, was more positive, and in this 
he is followed by Elias in The Civilizing Process (1994). For Durkheim the 
division -of labour leads to a replacement of the mechanical solidarity 
of pre-modern society by the organic solidarity of modern society, 
whereby the very density and complexity of necessary social interactions 
breeds the norms necessary for a more collaborative form of social exis- 
tence and thus makes socialism the appropriate 'form of religious life' for 
modern society. . 

Within this general perspective on social development the position 
within the division of labour of specialists in symbolic production and 
transmission has been a focus of special concern. As we have seen, histori- 
cal sociologists like Gellner and Runciman see sodal_evo!ution in terms of 
the shifting relationship between three basic social functions or roles, and 
the groups that carry out those functions or fill those roles — in Gellner's 
words between the p lough, the book, and the sw&rd, in Runciman s be- 
tween the modes of p roductio n, persuasion, and coercion. 

For those working within the post-Enlightenment emancipatory pro- 
ject the problem of the division of intellectual or mental labour was par- 
ticularly moot because at the core of the Enlightenment vision of human 
emancipation was an emancipation of the mind, a cultural revolution. In 
Kant's essay 'What is Enlightenment?' (Kant 1991), mature emancipated 
people not only have a duty to think for themselves in order to free them- 
selves from dogma; they also have a duty to share those thoughts with 
others through publication. Indeed, as we shall see in Chapter 8 in more 
detail, the very definition of autonomous thought, and of the truth, jus- 
tice,, and beauty which are its aim, depends upon public communication. 
For Kant, enlightenment is a social not an individual process, dependent 
on a process of social communication. Thus to accept that modernity cre- 
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ates ? <o<"ial group possessing de facto if not de jure monopoly of that 
process is to strike at the very heart of the project. Habermas's theory of 
communicative action and the public sphere, for instance, is, as we shall 
see, an attempt to return to this Kantian project. But is it sustainable in the 
face of the division of labour that is at modernity's core? 

This problem is part of the more general problem posed for the 
Enlightenment project by mediation in general. Emancipation depends 
upon a notion of potential social transparency. Emancipation is produced 
by reason revealing the truth of things, including the truth of social rela- 
tions. When this reality is directly present to our own perception and 
experience within the life world, rational emancipatory analysis may 
be difficult enough, as we can see both in the problem of the direct obser- 
vation and measurement of natural phenomena and in the problems pre- 
sented for self-understanding by unconscious drives. In the social realm, 
where reality must of necessity be mediated by other social actors, with, as 
they say, their own agenda, the problem is even greater. Indeed it is the 
problem that makes the question of ideology both central to social theory 
and of continuing concern. 

Given this central problem there are two issues. How do the specialists 
in symbolic production relate to knowledge itself? Can they in any sense 
be said to speak a truth which is valid for others as well as for themselves, 
or on the other hand can they only speak from the position of intellectuals 
as a social group relative to other social groups? Second, how do intellec- 
tuals as a social group relate to other social groups? Do they speak for oth- 
ers? Do they provide people with the information and cultural resources 
and pleasures that they need? Are they producers of cultural and informa- 
tional commodities? 

The problem of media producers has been neglected in recent media 
and cultural studies — indeed in social theory generally — because of the 
general linguistic turn and the supposed death of the author that has ac- 
companied it. If the author does not exist or has no intentional power, why 
study her or him? From such a perspective they only retain an interest in so 
far as their claims to intentionality or truth are seen as moves in a discur- 
sive power game. I will return to the general problems with this position in 
Chapters 6 and 7. Here it is sufficient to note that the approach being 
adopted here is that the producers do exercise some power over the sym- 
bolic forms produced and distributed and that the nature of that power is 
worthy of analysis in its own right. 

There are broadly three ways of defining the specialists in symbolic pro- 
duction whom I will call intellectuals. First they may be defined as a class 
whose power, sometimes called symbolic power, derives from monopoly 
control over the production of knowledge and cultural legitimation 
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through the possession of socially accredited power to define what counts 
as either true, right, or beautiful. By analogy with industrial or financial 
capital this defining power is sometimes called, for instance in the work of 
Bourdieu and his school, cultural capital. The possession of such capital is 
also linked to a process of creditation through the educational system, and 
thus intellectuals may be defined as those who have received a given level 
of education, usually higher education. Secondly they may be defined 
functionally as information workers, those whose specialized position 
within the division of labour is the manipulation of symbolic forms. 
Thirdly they may be defined normatively as a vocation, as representatives 
of a critical, emancipatory tradition appealing to universal values. It was 
against this normative role that Benda's 'clercs' had famously committed 
treachery. 

These definitions are not, of course, mutually exclusive, but each fo- 
cuses on a different set of social problems. Class analysis tends to focus on 
the interests that unify intellectuals as a social group vis-a-vis other social 
groups and, in recent theory and analysis, has tended to stress not their 
potential as a new emancipatory universal class but a cynical view (for 
instance in both Bourdieu and Gouldner) of the ways in which the nor- 
mative ideal is merely an ideological front for the pursuit of their own self- 
ish class interest, either as the dominated fraction of the dominant class 
or as the operators of a repressive 'regime of truth'. Functional analysis has 
focused, as in the now widely influential post-industrial, Information 
Society thesis of Daniel Bell and his epigones, on the restructuring of the 
mode of production, the accompanying recomposition of the labour force 
and the possible economic, social, and cultural consequences of this 
process. In terms of the argument of this book this mode of analysis has 
particular relevance since it can lead to either a pessimistic or optimistic 
assessment of the social consequences of information technology. For the 
optimists the development of an information society which results from 
harnessing the full potential of information and communication technol- 
ogy is liberating because it leads to the general democratization of intel- 
lectual workandcritical discourse. Everybodybecomes an intellectual and 
participates in the new electronic agora. For the pessimists these same de- 
velopments place increased powers of manipulation and control in the 
hands of a new technocratic elite, leading to widening knowledge gaps and 
a widening gulf between the information-rich and the information-poor. 
Finally the normative approach, unless linked to the class or functional ap- 
proaches, is condemned to either the ivory tower or the wilderness. How- 
ever attractive its vision, it is unable to face the crucial questions of how 
such critical intellectuals might be socially produced and in what ways 
their critical judgements might be made socially effective. 
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But whatever mix of approaches one chooses to adopt it is best to start 
from the Gramscian position that all human beings are intellectuals in the 
sense that they are not creatures of pure instinct but constantly apply their 
innate powers of rational analysis and imagination to those everyday 
interactions with their material environment and their fellow humans 
that constitute their identity and project. They are, as Marx put it, 
architects not bees. The analysis of intellectuals per seis then the analysis of 
what Gramsci called'the system of relations in which [intellectual] activi- 
ties (and therefore the intellectual groups who personify them) have their 
place within the general complex of social relations' (Gramsci 1971: 8). 
Or as Zygmunt Bauman puts it, 'the category of the intellectual [is] a 
structural element within the societal figuration, an element defined not 
bv its intrinsic qualities, but by the place it occupies within the system of 
dependencies which such a figuration represents, and by the role it per- 
forms in the reproduction and development of the figuration' (Bauman 
1987: 19). 

The great advantage of such a perspective from the point of view of 
media studies is that it enables us to avoid the fetishization to which media 
studies is only too prone. It tends to focus on things — institutions, such 
as television stations or newspapers, the varied forms of media content or 
the situated practices of audiences — rather than the whole social process 
which lies behind them — the process by which those shared meanings, on 
which social maintenance and reproduction depend, are created, circu- 
lated, and appropriated. We can then see newspapers or broadcasting or 
whatever other instance we wish to study as special cases of this general 
and always historically shifting process. In particular a focus on intellectu- 
als enables us to place the system of education in its proper place at the 
centre of media studies and to study the significance of the shifting rela- 
tion between the education system and the media, understood as the mod- 
ern systems of mass communication. It is from such a perspective that I 
refer to the intellectual fraction that works within the educational system, 
particularly higher education, as either the traditional intelligentsia or 
academics, and to the intellectual fraction that works within the media as 
media intellectuals. This usage is purely functional and implies no norma- 
tive evaluation. The second advantage of approaching media studies from 
the vantage-point of the intellectuals is that it focuses on the agencies in- 
volved in the process of social communication and cultural reproduction 
and at the same time shifts that focus from the consumers, the over- 
whelmingly dominant concern of recent media and cultural studies, to the 
producers, thus striking a more appropriate balance between the auton- 
omy of the reader and authorial intention. It enables us to ask who, within 
the existing structure of the division of cultural labour, are the producers, 
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what are they trying to achieve, and why do they think and act in the ways 
that they do. This then enables those of us who are not entirely happy with 
the status quo to at least ask whether successful interventions in produc- 
tion and circulation are possible, rather than relying on audience resis- 
tance alone as a possible force for change. 

In 1993 Edward Said gave the BBC Reith Lectures under the title Repre- 
sentations of the Intellectual (1994). This was a highly symptomatic mo- 
ment of convergence. The Reith Lectures supremely symbolize a vision of 
broadcasting as an 'intellectual' enterprise in the sense of recognizing the 
social importance of broadcastings pedagogic role. They grant an accred- 
ited intellectual largely unmediated access to the means of modern mass 
communication to talk to a general audience, usinga classic mode of acad- 
emic address, on an issue of contemporary intellectual importance. The 
test of worth, both of the speaker and of the subject, is not that of popular- 
ity, the normal currency of the mass media, but of peer recognition within 
the intellectual milieu itself, now largely concentrated within universities 
and specialized publishing. The value of thus allowing the general public 
to participate in the discourse of an intelligentsia, and by so doing legiti- 
mating that intelligentsia's role in national life and culture, is seen as self- 
evident. 

This view of the media's role is now, and has been for some time, deeply 
unfashionable. And yet, I want to argue, Said's choice of topic was not 
accidental. For reasons I want to try and explain, the question of intellec- 
tuals, their social genesis and role, is very much back on the agenda. It pro- 
vides a particularly illuminating perspective from which to examine some 
of the central problems now occupying media studies, but with much 
wider reverberations in the general polity and culture. 

Said argued for the continuing relevance of one particular definition 
of the intellectual's role. Taking his cue from Sartre's famous distinction 
between 'intellectuals' and 'technicians of practical knowledge', a dis- 
tinction Said rephrases as that between amateur and professional intellec- 
tuals, Said firmly allies himself with the former and identifies them as in- 
dividuals: 

endowed with a faculty for representing, embodying, articulating a message, a 
view, an attitude, philosophy or opinion to, as well as for, a public. And this role has 
an edge to it, and cannot be played without a sense of being someone whose place 
it is publicly to raise embarrassing questions, to confront orthodoxy and dogma 
( rather than produce them), to besomeone who cannot easily be co-opted by gov- 
ernments or corporations, and whose ration d'etre is to represent all those people, 
and issues that are routinely swept under the rug. The intellectual does so on the 
basis of universal principles: that ail human beings are entitled to expect decent 
standards of behaviour concerning freedom and justice from worldly powers or 
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nations, and that deliberate or inadvertent violations of these standards need to be 
testified and fought against courageously. (Said 1 994: 1 1 ) 

This is a restatement of the classic post-Enlightenment view of the 
intellectual and as such is touchingly and boldly old-fashioned. It is a 
view that has in recent years been deeply undermined in almost every 
respect. In particular two key aspects of this definition of the intellectual 
have been challenged. It has been argued that intellectuals cannot and 
do not represent anything except either the interests of their own class or 
status group or the interests of power more generally. The very existence 
of universal truths or a general humanity to which intellectuals might ap- 
peal has been profoundly questioned from a position of post-modernist 
scepticism. 

Nonetheless, I want to argue, the question of the intellectuals will not go 
-away and is a question central to the study of the media and culture. As 
Ernest Gellner has put it, 'at the basis of the modern social order stands not 
the executioner, but the professor'. Gellner has also remarked that moder- 
nity marks a shift from societies characterized by generalized physical vio- 
lence (i.e. the executioner) to a system of generalized bribery. One of the 
central questions, therefore, about intellectuals is what is their relation to 
this reward system and to the structure of economic and political power 
based upon it. It raises in short the question raised by both Sartre and Said 
of the rise of the professional intellectual and their position and role 
within the structure of economic and political power. The question from 
Said's perspective, therefore, is whether the structural conditions have ever 
existed, and whether they now exist or might exist, to produce a social 
group, a set of discourses, and institutional structures answering to Said's 
description. Namely a group that represents a wider public and holds 
the status quo normatively to account in terms of a set of shared universal 
values. 


The Intellectual and Alternative Historical 
Narratives 

The terms 'intellectual' and 'intelligentsia' have never entirely lost, in Eng- 
lish and in Anglo-Saxon culture, the aura of suspicion attached to their 
foreign origins. Both still carry the marks of their originating context. The 
intelligentsia in Russia saw themselves as the heirs of the Enlightenment 
leading the common people out of the darkness of tsarist political repres- 
sion and cultural obscurantism. Intellectuals in France were the writers 
and academics who supported Dreyfus and were so dubbed by their 
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anti-Semitic right-wing opponents. It was a word of disdain, heir to the 
Napoleonic coinage 'ideologist', indicating a mixture of subversion and 
other-worldliness. To this original denigratory meaning has been added, 
in its passage into English, the culturally deep-seated, chauvinist suspicion 
of Continental theory — a suspicion famously voiced by Burke as 'an insu- 
perable reluctance in giving my hand to destroy any established institution 
of government, upon a theory, however plausible it may be' — a suspicion 
which fuelled Burke's opposition to the French Revolution and still fuels 
the opposition of his epigones such as Conor Cruise O'Brien to the whole 
Marxist tradition which they see as stemming inevitably from it, what 
O'Brien has called secular utopianism: 

throughout the nineteenth century, and up to the Russian Revolution, the French 
Revolution was seen, by revolutionaries, everywhere, not exactly as a model, but as 
a measure of what had to be surpassed or — as far as the French were concerned — 
completed. The French Revolution had been betrayed: by the Therm idorians, by 
Bonaparte, or — as Michelet believed — by priests and women. Next time, there 
must be no betrayal. In the meantime, the French Revolution remained as the great 
demonstration that it is indeed possible for people with ideas to seize power and 
put their ideas into practice. It was thus the licence, the model, and the comfort of 
Utopians of every description. (O'Brien 1993: 606) 

This narrative of a linked political and philosophical history — in O' Brien's 
version an extreme intellectual determinism which sees the gulag as the 
inevitable result of Rousseau's thought — has been given a powerful vindi- 
cating boost by the recent collapse of the Soviet communist experiment 
and the'I told you so's that have accompanied it. How closely tied this nar- 
rative is to the question of the historical role of intellectuals is well illus- 
trated by Isaiah Berlin's response to O'Brien's attempt to recruit him to the 
anti-French Revolution, pro-Burkean camp: 

one more word about the French Revolution and my feelings — that is all they 
are — about it My views, I think, such as they are, are shaped by tentative British 
empiricism (for which I was duly attacked by left-wing American sociologists, etc.) 
and the traditions of the Russian intelligentsia. Now the latter really were deeply 
influenced by, if not the events, then by the slogans and the ideas disseminated 
by the French revolutionaries. It does seem to me that it inspired people to attack 
prejudice, superstition, obscurantism, cruelty, oppression, hatred of democracy, 
and to struggle for various liberties — of speech, of belief, the celebrated 'inviola- 
bility of the person' which is one of the five principles enunciated by Russian liber- 
als and contemptuously thrown aside by the Bolsheviks — and that kind of thing: 
the anti-Dreyfusard tradition, in short, which does go back to the French Revolu- 
tion. In France the ideological divisions were, as you know, largely pro- and anti- 
the French Revolution; and the ant is were genuine reactionaries — Barres, Dru- 
mont, Deroulede, and, of course, Maurras and his disciples, Pound, Eiiot, etc. 
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Hence, if I have to line up, I line up with the Revolution — despite all the fallacies 
and the horrors, which are certainly there — against the Infame, (O'Brien 1993: 
617) 

Thus in approaching the question of the intellectuals one is confronted 
not just with alternative definitions or theories, or even bodies of empiri- 
cal evidence, but with alternative historical narratives with profound 
political resonances. It is these alternative narratives that are at stake in 
current debates between modernists and post-modernists and that have 
their distinct influences on how we approach the study of the media and 
culture today. 

There is a narrative of progress, emancipation, and civilization which 
propagates a positive vision of the intellectuals' role and there is a narra- 
tive, if not of decline, then of a false turning and of repression and bar- 
barism which propagates a negative vision. Walter Benjamin has taught us 
that every monument to civilization is also a monument to barbarism.but 
we can nonetheless clearly distinguish these two narratives and their re- 
spective implications for how we approach the question of intellectuals. 

Thus one of the reasons the question of the intellectuals is back on the 
agenda is that it is inextricably bound up with the definition of modernity 
and thus with any discussion of a transition beyond modernity to the con- 
dition of post- whatever. 

The positive vision is a mixture of the functional and the normative. It 
is the classic modernist, post-Enlightenment story of intellectuals as a 
product of a division of social labour and the carriers, in alliance with pro- 
gressive political movements, of the emancipatory rationalist critique of 
tradition and of the harnessing of scientific enquiry to human material 
and social betterment. 

As Halsey puts it in his recent discussion of what he calls 'the decline of 
donnish dominion', or the proletarianization of academics: 

the decline of donnish dominion was written in the stars from the moment that the 
ancient civilisations of the Near East began to form an abstract alphabet (Goody 
1968). Literacy thereby became potentially a democratic possession. Access to 
human capital became intrinsically available to all. Nevertheless a long and in- 
complete evolution has been needed to turn potential into reality. The history 
of popular communication from usable alphabet through the printing press to 
modern information technology has been a very slow process, albeit acceleraiing 
in our own time. The process has been slow because to democratise communica- 
tion also requires transformation of virtually every aspect of social structure. Peo- 
ple are bound together by power and authority, by interest and sentiment, by 
habituation and learning, as well as by words and numbers. Vast changes of human 
society are therefore required to work out all the implications of this original lin- 
guistic revolution. (Halsey 1992: 258) 
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However, Haisey goes on to argue, drawing in particular on Gellner, that 
lying behind this process is another more general one which creates the 
central paradox around which debates about intellectuals and the role of 
the media revolve. On the one hand historical evolution creates the pos- 
sibility for general democratic access to the means of cultural production 
and dissemination, while on the other the division of labour places control 
over these resources in the hands of a group of specialists- We have here the 
source of the tension which underlies post-modernist populism in media 
and cultural studies, between a vision of organic intellectuals participating 
in a direct cultural democracy and a vision of a necessary division of 
labour and thus of intellectuals as 'representative' 

There are broadly two versio ns of the historical evolution of in tellectual 
labour, both stemming from Weber. One, as expressed for instance by 
Gellner, stresses rationalization, and grants intellectuals, as professionals 
within the division of labour, a broadly progressive role within the devel- 
opment of modernity. Focusing on the necessary development of what he 
calls 'exo-training' ('it may be useful to distinguish between one-to-one, 
intra-community training and call it acculturation, and specialised exo- 
training (on the analogy of exogamy), which calls for skills outside of the 
community, and call that education proper' (Gellner 1983: 31), he argues 
that: 

A society has emerged based on a high-powered technology, and the expectancy of 
sustained growth, which requires both a mobile division of labour, and sustained, 
frequent and precise communication between strangers involving a sharing of ex- 
plicit meaning, transmitted in a standard idiom and in writing when required . . . 
The level of literacy and technical competence . . . required of members of this 
society, if they are to be properly employable and enjoy full and effective moral cit- 
izenship, is so high that it simply cannot be provided by the kin or iocal units. (Gell- 
ner 1983: 34) 

And this is why he claims that the modern social order is based on the pro- 
fessor. But for Gellner, and those who argue like him, the universality to 
which Said's intellectual lays claim is not only an inherent product of the 
evolution of modernity. It has produced a social order to be defended, 
however hesitandy, in the face of its post-modernist critics, as superior to 
the available alternatives. 

On balance, one option — a society with cognitive growth based on a roughly 
atomistic strategy — seems to us superior, for various reasons, which are resumed 
without elegance; this kind of society alone can keep alive the large numbers to 
which humaniry has grown, and thereby avoid a really ferocious struggle tor 
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survival among us; it alone can keep us at the standards to which we have become 
accustomed; it, more than its predecessors, probably favours a liberal and tolerant 
social organisation . . . This type of society also has many unattractive traits, and 
its virtues are open to doubt. On balance, and with misgivings, we opt for it; but 
there is no question of an elegant, clear-cut choice. We are half- pressurised by ne- 
cessity (fear of famine, etc.), half-persuaded by a promise of liberal affluence 
(which we do not fully trust). There it is: lacking better reasons we will have to 
make do with these. (Gellner 1984: 258, as quoted in Bauman 1987) 

The alternative version of this historical evolution, as expressed for in- 
stance by Bourdieu and Bauman, places its stress on the move from soci- 
eties based on shared and implicit doxa (tradition in its purest sense) to 
ones characterized by a struggle between orthodoxy and heterodoxy. This 
version takes a broadly negative view of intellectuals and stresses their role 
as the ideologists of power, the priesthood propagating and defending 
orthodoxy, bargaining with its monopoly control over the means of com- 
munication for a share in the fruits of power. For this tradition the claims 
of intellectuals either to truth or the representation of general interests are 
merely moves, even if not understood as such by the participants, in the 
game of power. 

But one can see within this version a potential contradiction which lies 
at the heart of much debate over the intellectuals. If intellectuals, as a 
social group pursuing its own interests, propagate orthodoxy, where does 
heterodoxy, or the critical tradition come from? Does this, unlike ortho- 
doxy, not require a specialized group of intellectuals for its development 
and propagation? Does it spring newborn from the 'people' themselves, 
from the life world as a spontaneous reaction to everyday experience? We 
can see here a theme that runs through much thought on the relation be- 
tween intellectuals and political and cultural opposition. Is the problem 
seen as one of getting rid of intellectuals and their corrupting influence so 
that the people can be free to express their inherent intellectual powers, or 
as one of harnessing in some way the powers of specialized intellectuals in 
the service of oppositional movements? 

In Bourdieu's own work, as in that of Gouldner, there is a way out of the 
dilemma that is close to Gellner 's position. The argument is that intellec- 
tuals, in their struggle for monopolies of distinction with the holders of 
economic and political power, develop what Gouldner dubs 'a culture of 
critical discourse* which is objectively critical and progressive. That is to 
say the internal rules of the intellectual field require the development of 
structures of debate and argument, appeals to evidence, transparency, 
which become a self-generating critical project. From this point of view 
Said's intellectual is the sociological product of the historical evolution of 
the intelligentsia itself. The problem, however, remains as to whether this 
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culture of critical discourse is necessarily tied to a progressive political 
project. 

At this point we need to return to various interpretations of the rela- 
tionship between the intellectuals and the post- Enlightenment project. All 
parties agree that the two are closely intertwined and it is of course for this 
reason that the various current assaults on the Enlightenment and moder- 
nity are also assaults on intellectuals. 

What I have described, in my discussion of Said's position, as the 
classic view of the post- Enlightenment intellectual, argues that the intelli- 
gentsia was a historical product and prime mover in the assault on tradi- 
tion in the linked names of reason and progress that was the project of 
the Enlightenment. The intellectual was the creator and carrier of a culture 
of critical reason potentially open to all humanity and the grounds and 
means of general human emancipation from tradition and exploita- 
tion. From this point of view the true intellectual is inherently progressive. 
The defence of intellectual freedom is inherently democratic. And the 
problem is the means for the general propagation of this culture of critical 
reason, and thus the centrality of education, such that all humans become 
intellectuals, and the linkage of intellectuals to political movements for 
change. 

The alternative interpretation of the post-Enlightenment intellectual, 
now widely current, argues a diametrically opposed interpretation of the 
same development. For this school, for example Conor Cruise O'Brien, 
or Zygmunt Bauman, or in some interpretations Foucault, the Enlighten- 
ment broadly represents a process of social rationalization within which 
intellectuals are the complicit operatives of regimes of truth. Far from 
being the unmaskers of ideology they are, as Napoleon first described 
them, ideologists. Post-Cartesian theories of critical reason become the 
warrant for totalitarian systems of power, for the increased domination of 
the life world by the systems world of which the intellectuals are the op- 
eratives. Intellectuals are the carriers of instrumental reason. It is in their 
class interest to develop ever more extensive and controlling intrusions 
into the lives of ordinary people. This, in Horkheimer and Adornos 
phrase, is the Dialectic of Enlightenment. 

For Bauman the intellectuals in western Europe, far from fulfilling an 
emancipatory role, became complicit, from the seventeenth century on- 
wards, with a new form of power. They became what he calls 'legislators*. 
This role, in his definition, 

consists of making authoritative statements which arbitrate in controversies of 
opinions and which select those opinions which, having been selected, become 
correct and binding. The authority to arbitrate is in this case legitimised by 
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superior (objective) knowledge to which intellectuals have a better access than the 
non-intellectual part of society. Access to such knowledge is better thanks to pro- 
cedural rules which assure the attainment of truth, the arrival at valid moral judge- 
ment, and the selection of proper artistic taste. Such procedural rules have a 
universal validity, as do the products of their application. The employment of such 
rules makes the intellectual professions (scientists, moral philosophers, aesthetes) 
collective owners of knowledge of direct and crucial relevance to the maintenance 
and perfection of the social order (Bauman 1987: 5) 

He goes on to argue that intellectuals, deploying this regime of truth, acted 
as gardeners, controlling and repressing the people in the name of the 
superiority of culture over nature. In the words of Jacques Revel: 

the people were seen as carriers of this fossilised trace of a social and cultural ar- 
chaism; it was both an indication of their subservient status and its justification. 
Popular practices, therefore, represented a bygone age, nothing more than a repos- 
itory of the erroneous beliefs of humanity and theinfancy of mankind . . . The do- 
main of the popular was now the negative world of illicit practices, odd erratic 
conduct, unrestrained expressiveness and nature versus culture. (Revel, as quoted 
in Bauman 1987: 58) 

He then goes on to argue that: 

the most crucial consequences of the passage from the wild culture of pre-modern 
times to the garden culture of modernity; of the protracted, always ferocious, often 
vicious cultural crusade; of the redeployment of social power in the sense of the 
right to initiative and control over time and space; of the gradual establishment of 
new structures of domination — the rule of the knowledgeable and knowledge as 
the ruling force [was that] traditional, self-managing and self- reproducing cul- 
ture was laid in ruins. Deprived of authority, dispossessed of its territorial and in- 
stitutional assets, lacking its own, now evicted or degraded, experts and managers, 
it rendered the poor and lowry incapable of self-preservation and dependent on 
the administrative initiatives of trained professionals. The destruction of pre- 
modern popular culture was the main factor responsible for the new demand for 
expert 'administrators, teachers, and "social" scientists' specialising in converting 
and cultivating human souls and bodies. The condition had been created for cul- 
ture to become conscious of itself and an object of its own practice. (Bauman 1 987: 
67) 

1 have quoted Bauman's argument at length because it is perhaps the 
clearest current version of the negative narrative and one which makes its 
links to current debates in media and cultural studies crystal clear. As he 
goes on to argue, post-modernism appears to mark the end of this narra- 
tive and to strike a sundering blow at the very foundations of the intellec- 
tuals' historical role: 

the pessimism and defensive mood of the intellectuals, which presents itself as the 
crisis of European civilisation, becomes understandable if seen against the diffi- 
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culties the intellectuals encounter whenever attempting to fulfil their additional 
role; to wit, the role which, with the advent of the modern era, they were trained — 
and trained themselves — to perform. The contemporary world is ill fitted for 
intellectuals as legislators; what appears to our consciousness as the crisis of civili- 
sation, or the failure of a certain historical project, is a genuine crisis of a particu- 
lar role, and the corresponding experience of the collective redundancy of the 
category which specialised in playing this role. (Bauman 1987: 122) 

This approach to the historical role of the intellectuals has been power- 
fully reinforced by the collapse of 'really existing socialism'. Since one 
strand of the argument is that the Jacobin intellectual leads directly to the 
vanguard party and the apparatchik, and that substitution of instrumen- 
tal reason for tradition was the warrant for the totalitarian social experi- 
ment unleashed in the Soviet Union and its satellites, the collapse of this 
system it is argued finally, and thankfully, discredits thattradition. But this 
argument has a wider currency in the form of New Class theory. This 
theory stresses the rise of the professional intellectual, the cadres of 
bureaucratic and economic rationalization. One strand in this tradition 
has focused on the particular situation of the communist regimes in east- 
ern Europe and the Soviet Union. The argument was that two trends 
were leading to a new form of class power. On the one hand there was a 
congruency between the founding ideology of the communist regimes — 
secular social perfectibility through the planned application of instru- 
mental reason — and the values represented by intelligentsia. On the 
other, the bourgeoisie had been removed and the means of production 
had been placed in the hands of a state bureaucracy entry to which was in- 
creasingly dependent on formal technical qualifications. Some analysts 
(e.g. Szeleny, and Martin 1991; Kennedy 1991) have then gone on to 
analyse the collapse of these regimes in terms of the strategies of this New 
Class and the characteristics of the new regimes in terms of the strategies 
and fate of this New Class in the face of the new situation in which those 
countries find themselves, in particular in relation to the positioning of 
the intelligentsia in relation to economic reform on the one hand and 
nationalism on the other. 

But for my purposes the application of New Class theory to Western 
capitalist societies is more interesting. This tradition of analysis goes back 
to Weber, Veblen, and Trotsky. It sees the key to understanding the creation 
and role of intellectuals in the social production of a cadre of professional 
information workers to answer the needs of the corporate economy on the 
one hand and the bureaucratized state on the other. This school of analy- 
sis, which includes thinkers as diverse as James Burnham, Daniel Bell, and 
Galbraith, saw a convergence between the Soviet and capitalist roads con- 
verging in a model of a rationalized industrial economy and a bureaucratic 
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state run according to the norms and increasingly in the interests of a new 
technocratic class. This line of analysis then leads in two, sometimes inter- 
twined, directions. One leads to the theory of the Information Society 
with its broadly positive view of information workers as possessors of a 
new and crucial economic power based upon the centrality of knowledge 
exploitation to the reproduction of capital and as carriers of new, less 
hierarchical, cultural attitudes and lifestyles. In this view the spread of in- 
formation technology, for instance in the form of the Internet, leads to a 
general democratization of the means of intellectual production and of 
access to the culture of critical discourse.The other leads to a New Left ver- 
sion of New Class theory which focuses on the repressive power of welfare 
state bureaucracies and their allies in the bureaucracies of trade unions 
and political parties.This version of New Class theory has been very influ- 
ential, I would argue, on cultural studies. It makes common cause with 
Information Society theory in the analysis of New Times. In an American 
version, in the pages of Telos, it now makes common cause with the new 
communitarian populism. For this version of New Class theory as applied 
in the capitalist West the enemy has not been capital, but the welfare state 
bureaucracies, not economic exploitation but the culture of dependency 
an d the hegemony of the caring professions. 

Critical Media Studies and the Figure of 
the Intellectual 

Critical media studies, at least in Britain, has always been founded upon an 
ambivalent narrative of the intellectual. Raymond Williams and Richard 
Hoggart, in their early careers, both shared a view of the media analyst as a 
classic critical intellectual, judging the performance of the media against 
universal cultural standards and participating through education in the 
production of a critical audience capable of resisting the blandishments of 
the cultural industries. Throughout his career Williams attempted to hold 
in balance a view of 'the culture of art and learning as the possession of all 
the people, and of a broadly progressive general democratic and cultural 
development, with an analysis of the class bias of actually existing British 
culture and in the fields of both education and the media through a cri- 
tique of the ways in which the members of the professional intelligentsia 
acted as cadres of a highly and unusually closely intertwined political, eco- 
nomic, and cultural elite, a social formation which closed off the space for 
the development of a critical intelligentsia on the Continental European 
model. This specificity of national histories is important, and I will return 
to it. As Paul Jones (1995) has recently and rightly pointed out, Williams 
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refused the turn to a class-reductionist, anthropological interpretation of 
culture, and this allowed him to advocate the democratization, of culture 
as the access of all the people, both as producers and consumers, to these 
cultural resources and thus the creation of an 'intelligentsia for the people' 
(Williams 1983). The narrative of cultural studies, and with it much of 
media studies, then modulated through a number of stages. Starting with 
Williams's critique of the Coleridgian notion of a clerisy and of Arnold 
and Leavis's adaptation of it, cultural studies combined a New Left critique 
of the New Class, particularly in its Fabian form, with the Gramscian con- 
cept of hegemony in an attempt to construct an organic intellectual prac- 
tice of cultural analysis and political activism. For a time two conflicting 
tendencies and their supportive narratives were at play The first was a van- 
guardist tendency which, under the influence of Althusserianism and the 
Frankfurt School, saw avant-gardist cultural practice and a critical peda- 
gogy as key revolutionary interventions, subverting the dominant codes 
upon which hegemony depended This, although understandably attrac- 
tive as an ideology of specialized intellectual practice, was only tenable in a 
context of temporary left-wing political optimism and soon lead into the 
pessimistic and socially isolated cul-de-sac in which the Frankfurt School 
had itself ended up. It was therefore not surprising that, under the gather- 
ing influence of the Reaganite and Thatcherite right accompanied by a 
deregulated expansion of the cultural industries, and a crisis in education 
and the demoralization of the left which was the result, the other tendency 
won out. This was basedon a critique of the elitism of high culture, the cul- 
tural judgements based upon it, and its repressive uses in a class society, 
linked to the concept of experience, from which cultural studies never 
fully broke free, and of versions of feminism and the analysis of ethnicity 
within which the category experience played a crucial role. This eventually 
led, via New Times and post-modernism, and underpinned by a narrative 
close to that of Bauman's, but adapted from Foucault, to a populist com- 
munitarianism within which only the most etiolated role for an organic 
cultural intellectual remained, that of bearing witness to popular forms of 
resistance. 

This development, of course.played into the more general development 
of post-modernist thought. It is often forgotten that one of the founding 
texts of post-modernism, Lyotard's The Post-modern Condition, origi- 
nated as a report for the provincial government of Quebec in Canada on 
the likely impact of new information technology on the universities. It was 
Lyotard's analysis of the ways in which the applications of this technology 
broke the knowledge monopoly of university academics that led him to his 
wider analysis of the end of modernity. At the same time Rorty s assault on 
the epistemological foundations of post-Cartesian philosophy radically 
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undermined the basis for the critical intellectual's claims to either ratio- 
nally based truth claims or universal standards of critical judgement. In a 
world of inherently relativistic cultural difference the best role intellec- 
tuals could now claim was that of, in Baumans words, interpreter, oiling 
the wheels of inter- cultural exchange and understanding. With the rise of 
neo- Aristotelianism, an intellectual could claim to speak, at best, for her or 
his local cultural community as representative of a way of life. With the 
announced death of the author even that would be claiming altogether too 
much. 

This widespread defenestration of the intellectual — at least in her or his 
amateur mode, the professional intellectuals of course proliferated re- 
gardless — has had four linked results within media and cultural studies. 
First, it leaves no ground for critical judgement of media performance on 
the basis of either truth, beauty, or right. Second, while it allows agency to 
audiences — for what is resistance but agency? — it tends, since the notion 
of authorial intention and its effect is suspect, not to allow it to cultural 
producers, and thus has no interest in studying intellectuals, who they are, 
what they think, how and why they act Third, because of the above, it pro- 
vides no ground for policy intervention in the processes and institutions 
of cultural production, and tends increasingly to evacuate the field of 
established national representative democracy in favour of identity poli- 
tics and communitarianism. Fourth, it leaves little if any room for a peda- 
gogy, whether critical or not 

The concept of the intellectual is, like the rest of the symbolic armoury 
upon which the power of intellectuals rests, two-faced. On the one hand it 
can designate an objective sociological category, however defined. But on 
the other it still carries with it from its origins a sense of distinction, in 
Bourdieu's sense, that can be mobilized, both negatively and positively, 
within cultural and political struggles. And the nature of these struggles, 
and thus the social effects of the designation, will differ from country to 
country and from period to period as the participants and stakes in these 
struggles change. 

I want to illustrate this by showing how the media in Britain have par- 
ticipated during the last decade and a half in a mobilization of concepts of 
the intellectual and in the development of certain intellectual practices 
which cannot be explained only in terms of shifting power relations be- 
tween traditional and media tntellectuals,but are part of a wider pattern of 
cultural and political struggle. The very public, and unprecedented, re- 
fusal of the dons of Oxford to grant Margaret Thatcher, an alumnus, an 
honorary doctorate in 1 984 has been seen as symbolic of an opposition be- 
tween the traditional academic intelligentsia in Britain and the Thatcher 
government Certainly Halsey has shown how the progressive prole- 
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tarianization of British higher education, itself part of a wider interna- 
tional trend, has lead to a marked move to the political left on the part of 
British academics. But this has been part of a wider cultural and political 
story. Thatcherism was never merely a political movement. It was a Kul- 
turkampf. Central to the ideological foundations of the political project of 
the new Thatcherite right in Britain was a narrative of national decline in 
which intellectuals were cast in a key role. The story, drawing on Wiener 
and Corelli Barnett, was that humanistic education, enshrined in the old 
universities, had propagated an anti-entrepreneurial ethos. Drawing on 
the Burkean tradition within British conservatism, the Thatcherites also 
linked this intellectual ethos to the propagation of socialism — seen as 
'government upon a theory* — which it was their express purpose not just 
to defeat politically, but to root out culturally. Hence their attack on teach- 
ers and academics in general and on progressive education in particular as 
key contributors to British failure. (A detailed analysis of the media dis- 
course on education from this perspective would be valuable.) Hence their 
attempt to bring the universities under more businesslike management. 
Hence their attempt to abolish the Social Science Research Council and 
the change of its title to that of the Economic and Social Research Council 
on the grounds that sociology was not science but ill-disguised left-wing 
propaganda. This policy thrust ended with a government which was os- 
tensibly against central planning attempting to plan all university research 
from the centre, largely judged on its contribution to wealth creation. 
Hence also the consistent attacks on the BBC, seen as a prime site for the 
propagation of these subversive humanistic intellectual views and atti- 
tudes and, the government's support not just for the privatization of pub- 
lic broadcasting but its public support, for ins tance by the symbolic award 
of knighthoods, to the editors and proprietors of the aggressive tabloid 
press who enthusiastically propagated these and -intellectual views. A new 
vocabulary entered popular discourse. Critical intellectuals became 'the 
chattering classes' whingers, hand- wringers (at the more robust end of the 
market, wankers), who when not actively subversive were out of touch 
with economic and social realities. In their place as the arbiters of public 
taste and the judges of the politically just the media placed themselves, 
and their allies in advertising and marketing, who 'knew what the public 
wanted'. As part of this cultural struggle tabloid popular newspapers pro- 
moted a specific breed of public intellectual, such as Norman Stone, then 
Professor of Modern History at Oxford, who was given regular space to 
attack progressive views from a position of robust populism, wherever he 
could find them. In parallel, a new genre of books adding to the culture of 
blame appeared. Paul Johnson, an ex-left-wing intellectual and now fre- 
quent columnist in the conservative popular press, in The Intellectuals 
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(1988) indicted a range of celebrated Western intellectuals for the moral 
awfulness of their private lives, in the tradition of Burke's critique of 
Rousseau, and succinctly expressed the new populism, 'a dozen people 
picked at random on the street are at least as likely to offer sensible views 
on moral and political matters as a cross-section of the intelligentsia', with- 
out apparently recognizing that if this were true it certainly applied equally 
to his own views. John Carey in The Intellectuals and the Masses (1993 ) in- 
dicted British literary intellectuals for their contempt for the people and 
popular taste. The point is not whether one or other of these critiques was 
justified or not (Carey's critique shared many of the features of the well- 
established, and justified, left cultural studies critique of the elitism of 
mass culture theorists), but the general amplification by the media, in sup- 
port of a political crusade, of a populist culture of philistinism and of a 
culture of scapegoating and blame directed at intellectuals. The media 
held themselves up as uniquely in touch with the people and therefore a 
repository of standards against which to judge intellectual production 
and, in general, find it wanting. This anti-intellectual campaign gained 
extra power from the feet that it chimed with the whole New Class analy- 
sis of the New Left and with the post-modernist populism which shared 
many of these anti-intellectual instincts and indeed analyses. Thus a major 
potential source of opposition was disarmed. This was seen most clearly in 
the British left's ambivalent attitude to the BBC and the defence of public 
service broadcasting. 

The purpose of telling this story is not just to stress the national speci- 
ficities of debates about the role of the intelligentsia and the media's role in 
those debates, but also to underline the ways in which those debates are 
not just about sociological categories but about wider political and cul- 
tural issues. In Britain this particular narrative has, for the moment, run its 
course, if only because the intellectuals and the socialists with whom they 
were linked are no longer a credible scapegoat for continuing national 
failure. But the challenge remains to construct an alternative narrative in 
which, inevitably I would argue, an image of intellectual practice will play 
an important role. 

One such narrative is that of the public sphere and it is, I think, no acci- 
dent that the question of the public sphere now occupies a central position 
on the media studies agenda. In the face of a demonstrable crisis in the 
forms and practices of democracy in Western capitalist polities and of the 
attempts to reconstruct forms of democratic politics in the ex-socialist 
countries, it has taken over the central role previously occupied by the 
question of dominant ideology or hegemony. The bourgeois public sphere 
was classically the creation of and ground for intellectuals. The project of 
the democratic generalization of the public sphere is a project to make 
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everyone an intellectual. To defend the concept of the public sphere is to 
defend a protected realm for the exercise of critical discourse and, in so far 
as this critical discourse holds power effectively to account, a social totality 
ruled by reason. More specifically the general extension of the public 
sphere, in parallel with the general extension of democratic politics, poses 
the problem, which has always dogged critical intellectuals as well as 
elected politicians, of representation. On what grounds can those who 
enter the public sphere claim to represent any values or interests except 
their own? Does the very mode of rational critical discourse misrepresent 
in repressive ways the hopes and desires of that suffering and exploited hu- 
manity it claims to represent? In any possibly realizable version of a con- 
temporary public sphere these questions are then posed of the mass media 
and of those who work within them. What structures and forms might be 
both truly representative and at the same time foster rational, critical dis-. 
course? From this point of view those who work in the media are endowed, 
whether they choose the role or not, with the role of a critical intelligentsia, 
and we can and must hold them to account for the ways in which they 
carry out that function. 

The relationship of the media and intellectuals goes back to the very his- 
torical roots of the category of intellectuals and the close relationship be- 
tween their rise and that of printing. One doesn't have to go along with a 
technologically determinist view of the history of the relation between 
printing and the Enlightenment to recognize that intellectuals, while they 
may have been born in the conversational mode of the salon and coffee- 
house, soon formed their collective identity and based their access to social 
power on the ever- widening circulation of printed texts as the carriers of 
their critical discourse. But as the narrative of the development and de- 
cline of the public sphere claims, an increasing specialization of intellec- 
tual labour lead to a growing split and struggle for intellectual hegemony 
between an increasingly industrialized and commercialized mass media 
and the traditional intelligentsia, with its base in education and specialized 
cultural production for an elite. This lead to a range of problems which 
have been at the centre of the debate on the cultural and political role of 
the media and on the relation between traditional, critical intellectuals 
and the media ever since. On the one hand, as C Wright Mills put it, 1 the 
means of effective communication upon which intellectuals depended 
were being expropriated. This, in Mills's view, had serious general political 
and cultural repercussions: 

The independent artists and intellectual are among the few remaining personali- 
ties, equipped to resist and to fight the stereotyping and consequent death of gen- 
uinely living things. Fresh perception now involves the capacity to continually 
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unmask and to smash the stereotypes of vision and intellect with which modern 
communications swamp us. (Wright Mills 1 963: 299) 

This then leads to a prescription for intellectual intervention which Said 
describes as 'disputing the images, official narratives, justifications of 
power circulated by an increasingly powerful mass media ... by provid- 
ing what Mills calls unmaskings or alternative versions in which to the best 
of one's ability the intellectual tries to tell the truth' (Said 1994: 22) This 
then leads not only to a strategy of intervention in the media as a public 
intellectual but also to a parallel strategy of critical media pedagogy. The 
problem with this strategy is the closing of access to the media for these 
public intellectual interventions, the result both of economic develop- 
ments internal to the media themselves and of overt political intervention 
and the delegitimation of education itself, which an entertainment- 
dominated consumerist media propagates. 

On the other hand the media institutions themselves, and the media in- 
tellectuals, draw an important part of their legitimacy, particularly in rela- 
tion to politics, from that tradition of the critical intelligentsia and its role 
in the public sphere enshrined in the image of the free press and of the 
journalist as a tribune of the people holding power to account- Thus at 
present we can see both media owners and governments mobilizing the 
ideology of a free press in their regulatory struggles and policy disputes. 
However cynically it is deployed, this ideology places real limits on media 
capital's room for manoeuvre. At the same time the increasing prole- 
tarianization of media workers within global conglomerate media em- 
pires and an increasingly casualized labour market creates the conditions 
for potential fissures among media intellectuals themselves around their 
differing roles as either the professional cadres of media capital or as rep- 
resentatives of the Fourth Estate. At the same time there would appear to 
be a growing concern among the public at large about media standards — 
whether in terms of sex and violence, or invasion of privacy, or the cover- 
age of politics, in which implicitly the media are being held to account by 
their audiences against standards which are not purely those of the market 
but which derive from the critical intelligentsia and public sphere. To re- 
tain the credibility upon which their legitimacy in large part rests, both 
media institutions and media intellectuals must respond to these 
concerns. 

We can find one such response, involving an alliance between acade- 
mics and journalists, in the United States, in the Project on Public Life and 
the Press that Professor Rosen, its director, describes in Critical Studies in 
Mass Communication (Rosen 1994). It is ironic that Rosen starts his 
account from a recent intervention in public life by Rorty, one of the high 
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priests of post-modern relativism. Rorty noted (Rorty 1991) that a 'belief 
that democracy has not been working lately, that the ordinary voter is 
being tricked day and night, is almost universal among us', meaning by us 
l we well-educated people, the intellectuals', and urged intellectuals to as- 
sume their responsibility for public intervention. We regularly observe, he 
arguecf, democracy falling short of its ideaL We criticize the schools and 
the media for their assorted failures. But 'we usually take no blame our- 
selves*. l He went on to criticise', as Rosen puts it, 'the tendency in cultural 
studies to academicise politics, abandon a public language, fetishize dif- 
ference, and treat "issues of race, class and gender" as a universal mantra'. 
'The press and the professoriate', Rorty wrote, 'are acting as if both believed 
not only that democracy has not been working lately but that there is no 
longer any point in trying to make it work ... By redefining the scope of 
their own professional activity and their relationship to democratic poli- 
tics so as to legitimate this hopelessness, [journalists and academics alike] 
are in danger of falling into the role of cynical outsider — some one who al- 
ways knew, deep-down inside, that democracy was not going to work* 
(Rorty 1991: 46,490). (n response to these concerns the Project of Public 
Life and the Press is attempting to return to that vision of the public intel- 
lectual which is embedded in Deweyan pragmatism. This is part of a wider 
movement of concern in the United States at the steady debauching of the 
political process in which the media and politicians have been complicitly 
involved, especially in recent presidential elections and, for instance, the 
effort, funded by the Markle Foundation, to create on television non- 
partisan, informational public interest coverage of campaign issues dur- 
ing presidential elections. 

Lying behind this project, as Rosen describes it, is a specific vision of the 
public and of the relation of intellectuals and journalism to that public 
derived from Dewey. As ]ames Carey, quoted by Rosen, puts it: 

The god term of journalism — the be-all and end-all, the term without which the 
entire enterprise fails to make sense — is the public. Insofar as journalism is 
grounded, it is grounded in the public, insofar as journalism has a client, the client 
is the public . . . The canons of journalism originate in and flow from the relation- 
ship of the press to the public. The public is totem and talisman, an object of ri tual 
homage ... But for all the ritual incantation of the public in the rhetoric of jour- 
nalism, no one quite knows any longer what the public is, or where one might rind 
it, or even whether it exists any longer. (Carey 1987: 5) 

He goes on: 

The real problem of journalism is that the term which grounds it — the public — 
has been dissolved, dissolved in part by journalism. Journalism onjy makes sense 
in relation to the public and public life. Therefore, the fundamental problem for 
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journalism is to reconstitute the public, to bring it back into existence. How are we 
going to do that? (Carey 1987: 14) 

The answer of Rosen and his project is by a process which combats the 
separatist tendencies that the professionalization of intellectual life breeds 
and that brings journalists and professors together in a common project to 
create what Dewey called 'an intelligent state of social affairs'. As Rosen de- 
scribes this process, 

Professors enter into a partnership with journalists because neither group, operat- 
ing alone, can turn evident facts into public truths. These scholars become what 
Walzer ( 1 988) calls 'connected critics', addressing themselves (and their intellects) 
to the American people, to whom they feel a natural loyalty. In negotiating this 
partnership they must emerge from their own discipline to find a common lan- 
guage with reporters and editors, who jn turn must find a common language with 
readers. It is through this process — groups finding each "other through public dia- 
logue — that the public may find itself as a grounding principle of political life. To 
pursue a public identity as a scholar is not simply to 'apply* advanced knowledge to 
social problems, or to translate scholarship for a lay audience. The point is to pro- 
duce a kind of knowledge that can be had in no other way. Intellect alive in public 
life is itself a form of inquiry . . . Here then is 'the public' at work in a busy society 
where no one can grasp public problems in their entirety. Knowledge becomes 
'embodied intelligence' (Dewey 1927: 210) not all at once through some magic 
medium of public communication, and not all in one place, through some all- 
embracing public sphere, but via many encounters with many publics at many lev- 
els, all governed by rules of engagement that constitute the society's shared public 
ethic. (Rosen 1994:368). 

From this position Rosen derives what seems to me to be an admirable an - 
tidote to both the post-modern frenzy in academia and the cynical com- 
mercialism in the media in his definition of the role of critical media 
scholar as critical public intellectual: 

'Public service' in communication studies begins with an intellectual act: conceiv- 
ing of an environment where 'there is real uncertainty and contingency' and thus 
real hope. By taking this conception public, so to speak, scholars perform an act of 
public service. Academic understanding earns public credentials when it engages 
others as they struggle to arrive at understandings that 'work' for their purposes. 
Communication studies succeeds at being critical when, in the company of others, 
it fashions a 'we* language that speaks to common values, common problems, a 
common heritage, a common sense of the historical moment and its possibilities; 
here 'common* doesn't mean common within a professional discipline, but shared 
across the boundaries that divide intellect from public life. (Rosen 1994: 369) 

The ways of doing this will differ between cultural situations. The Project 
on Public Life and the Press is clearly founded in a long tradition in the 
United States of the local press's relation to a communitarian politics, in 


104 


Media Producers 


the deeply embedded cultural status of pragmatism, and in a specific 
social location of journalists. The involvement of journalists and their 
newspaper companies was also clearly in part motivated by the search for 
a new role and thus a market base in their local markets in the face of com- 
petition from the proliferation of electronic media. But it is to both the de- 
sirability and possibility of the general aim to which I think it is now 
important to point as what Rosen calls 'the political responsibility of the 
media intellectual' 

Central to Rosens analysis and the project based upon it is an attempt to 
create a new relationship between the media and media intellectuals on 
the one hand and the expert on -the other, which is not a mere competitive 
struggle for cultural supremacy. As we have seen it is common, in discus- 
sion of intellectuals, to make a distinction between intellectuals and what 
Sartre called 'technicians of practical knowledge' or between what Said 
calls amateur and professional intellectuals. The figure of the professional 
intellectual speaks to the functional definition of the intellectual and the 
historical production through the division of labour and the needs of an 
increasingly technological and bureaucratic modern world, of specialist 
knowledge workers of all sorts. In such a world of increased social frag- 
mentation and specialisation we are all dependent on experts. But the 
figure of the expert is now a deeply ambivalent one in our culture. The ro- 
mance of science and its application to the creation of a better world was 
intimately linked to the legitimation of intellectuals in both their critical 
and technocratic roles. Indeed the two were originally closely linked. It was 
the discourse of critical reason, or so it was successfully argued, which en- 
abled the harnessing of nature and the application of social engineering (a 
pregnant phrase) to the betterment of human life. In the Western heart- 
lands of industrial capitalism at least enough of this promise was realized 
to make the more general claim credible and thus to enhance the social 
prestige of the expert, particularly the natural scientist and engineer. There 
was of course from the beginning a parallel Romantic critique of this view, 
which saw this social love-affair with the scientist as a dangerous Faustian 
bargain. But an important ingredient in the general post-modern critique 
of reason has been a widespread shift in social attitudes to the expert, 
whether as a result of the demonstrable destructiveness and frequency of 
war in the twentieth century or of the decay of the environment. The cri- 
tique of the domination of instrumental rationality and the association of 
the professional intellectual with that rationality now has very widespread 
popular reverberations. But such a reaction is, in my view, highly ambigu- 
ous. And the media play to and amplify that ambiguity in ways that require 
careful examination. In the struggle for legitimatory power between the 
media professionals on the one hand and the traditional intelligentsia on 
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the other the media need experts, because their relative autonomy and the 
source of their intellectual 'distinction rests upon the twin legs of a 
claimed transparent and objective presentation of the 'real' (thus they can- 
not be held accountable for this knowledge — they are just reporting) on 
the one hand and a claim to represent the public rather than truth. Of 
course all critical intellectuals claim to speak in the name of some public, 
if only humanity at large, which is hardly in a position to dispute the claim. 
But it is the form of representation of that public that is crucial. The de- 
throning of the expert, including the politician as the expert in politics, 
and the ways in which their relations to the public and to public discourse 
are now mediated, can be taken as a healthy democratizing process, as the 
decline of deference. In this account the media are amplifying the reason- 
able public distrust of experts and, as tribunes of the people, are unmask- 
ing their pretensions and holding them to account. The growth of the 
so-called people show, such as Oprah Winfrey's, as a major television 
genre illustrates, however, the ambivalence of this development. In such 
shows experts are summoned to contribute to a live audience discussion of 
issues of both public and private life. That experts are invited at all indi- 
cates that both the media professionals and their public think they have 
some standing in the matter. Their views are somehow relevant. Indeed, 
particularly when problems of private life — sexual and psychological — 
are at issue, the very nature of the problem is increasingly defined in a sort 
of caricatural science speak. On the other hand the shows are so con- 
structed as to actively militate against rational, critical discussion and to 
place the personal experiences of the members of the audience (presented 
as representing, although in no structured sense so doing, the general pub- 
lic) on the same level as or even above the analysis based on accumulated 
intellectual experience and training of the expert. Attempts to adopt the 
mode of rational, critical discourse are placed and condemned by the form 
as, by definition, out of touch, ivory- tower, academic, or even perhaps eva- 
sive and self-interested. The attempt to extend the boundaries of public 
discourse in the slogan 'the personal is political' has become the radical 
narrowing of those boundaries in the enactment, orchestrated by the 
media, of 'only the personal is political'. As I say I think these forms of me- 
diation and the media's relation to the accredited expert are ambiguous, 
and such examples can be read positively, but the dangers here of dema- 
gogic populism, and its relation to a growing range of concerns about 
the effect of contemporary media practice on the exercise of democratic 
politics, are clear. 

The alternative to a strategy of intervention as public intellectuals is that 
of a critical pedagogy. These are not by any means mutually exclusive. A 
critical pedagogy immediately raises the question of 'quality', by which I 
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mean the standards by which we, as both members of publics and as media 
scholars, might judge the performance of the cultural producers. This 
goes to the heart of both the project of media studies and research and 
advocacy in media policy. Much of media and cultural studies is no more, 
however stylishly expressed, than the observation of the passing scene. 
Such scholars have become the boulevardiersof contemporary culture. But 
if we are to do more than this we must believe, and I believe thata signifi- 
cant proportion of those who study the media and culture do so believe, 
that the media have some influence and that some measure of critical 
judgement on the media's role and performance is thus unavoidable. The 
exercise of such critical judgement is, of course, intellectual practice. 
The problem is the legitimation of the standards upon which judgement 
might be based. In fact cultural producers, audiences, and policy-makers 
make such judgements and act upon them every day. It seems that only 
their theoretical self-consciousness inhibits media and cultural studies 
scholars from playing their proper role as critical intellectuals and joining 
in. These inhibitions stem from those powerful currents in post-modern 
theorizing about intellectuals in particular and culture processes in 
general to which I have already referred. Theories of epistemological and 
cultural relativism have undermined the philosophical foundations of a 
critical intelligentsia, while socio- historical theories of intellectuals as the 
manipulators of cultural judgement in pursuit of their class interest have 
fuelled populist and communitarian impulses which undermine the 
social grounds for such judgement even within the academy itself. The 
problem, as I see it, is that this in principle denies all claims to either truth 
or beauty, however defined, and leaves the field free either to consumption 
choices in a market as the only test of value or to the untrammelled exer- 
cise of the critical judgement of cultural producers themselves, often of 
course in the name of a notional audience or public, but apparently not 
subject to the same critique as their sister and brother intellectuals in other 
fields of cultural production. I will examine this problem in more detail in 
Chapter 7. 

In conclusion, therefore, I would wish to argue that media intellectuals 
are irrevocably split between two identities — that of the professional and 
that of the amateur intellectual. On the one hand they are the cadres of an 
expanding industrial sector responsible for both the direct production of 
surplus-accumulating commodities and for servicing, through advertis- 
ing and marketing, other sectors of the economy. Their work merges with 
that of the growing body of other information professionals servicing the 
information demands of corporations and governments. From this per- 
spective questions as to this new petty bourgeoisie's economic status (are 
the information professions being proletarianized and if so with what 
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social and political consequences?) and as to whether their work and social 
status give them a unified ideology or cultural disposition merit attention. 
On the other hand, in mediating between knowledge creation and its 
publics and between the private and the public they are involved in the 
creation and circulation of public meanings to publics they in part create 
through their chosen modes of address. They are therefore ineluctably re- 
sponsible as, in some sense, intellectual representatives of both knowledge 
and the public. It is from the exercise of their power to make these links 
that their identity and legitimacy as media intellectuals in the end derives. 
It is against those standards that we should judge whether, and if so how, 
they commit treason against their vocation as amateur intellectuals whose 
duty it is, in Sartre s words, to meddle in what doesn't concern them. 
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Audiences: Interpretation 
and Consumption 


John Corner has written that 'the consequences of media systems for the 
consciousness and actions of the audience/public remain the most impor- 
tant goal of media inquiry' (Corner 1991). In other words the study of ef- 
fects, unfashionable as that term currently is, remains at the heart of media 
studies. By 'effects* I mean a behaviour or a thought, whether of an indi- 
vidual or a group, which would be other than it is in the absence of some 
example of media use or reception. I would argue'that a nil effects hypoth- 
esis, to which some of the more extreme examples of the active audience* 
reception studies come close, is untenable within media studies because it 
would render the whole enterprise futile. Moreover, in both the milieux 
of the media industries themselves, and among the general public, the 
question of effects is consistently posed. Whatever academic analysts 
may wish to claim and whatever their sophisticated theoretical and 
methodological critiques of traditional effects studies, on the grounds 
of its methodological individualism, its simplified behaviourist linear 
cause-effect model, the decontextualized unreality of its research meth- 
ods — particularly the psychological laboratory— the reification of its sta- 
tistical methods, and even its unproductive results, a nil effects hypothesis 
will simply not be seen as credible. It is also the case that a nil effects 
hypothesis lets media producers off the hook of any responsibility for 
what they do. 

The study of the audience, or reception studies, is motivated by an at- 
tempt to answer two major questions stemming from the Enlightenment's 
emancipatory project The first is the epistemological or cognitive ques- 
tion of howour ideas about the world are shaped. How, in a world in which 
our relations to both the natural world and other people are mediated — 
that is to say our knowledge of them comes to us, not directly through our 
senses, but via the social systems of symbol production and circulation I 
am calling the media — can we avoid false ideas and escape from the unre- 
flective acceptance of the ideas of others and thus think for ourselves as the 
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Kantian Enlightenment definition of freedom requires? The second is the 
problem of what Hegel called Sittlichkeit, the social question of how social 
co-ordination can be ensured culturally, and thus by means other than 
direct physical coercion. 

Reception or effects studies, then, involves three distinct problems, 
which can also be a way of looking at distinct schools of audience research 
and disputes between them. We need to define the audience — the individ- 
uals or groups who are on the receiving end of media processes. We need 
to specify the nature of the relationship between that audience or audi- 
ences and the media. Finally, we need to have a view as to the relative power 
of audience and media within this relationship. This issue of relative 
power is usually thought about these days, misleadingly as I shall argue, in 
terms of an active versus passive audience. 

Cognitive and Behavioural Approaches 

In defining the relationship between audience and media we can identify a 
broad divide between a cognitive and a behavioural approach. The cogni- 
tive approach focuses on reception as an interpretative process; on how 
people's ideas, whether individually or in social groups, are or are not 
shaped by the symbolic forms the media circulate. The behavioural ap- 
proach focuses on reception as a social practice and on the ways in which 
media use constrains, determines, or contributes to more general patterns 
of social behaviour. 

This distinction is complicated bythefact thatmanyin the behavioural 
tradition work, whether wittingly or unwittingly, explicitly or implicitly, 
within a symbolic interactionist framework which argues that patterns of 
behaviour, increasingly conceptualized as lifestyles or identities, are them- 
selves motivated by and created out of symbols and thus via a process of 
interpretation. As Thompson has recently put it, the Self 'is a project that 
the individual constructs out of the symbolic materials which are available 
to him or her, materials which the individual weaves into a coherent ac- 
count of who he or she is, a narration of self identity' (Thompson 1995: 
214). 

It is further complicated by the fact that cognitive approaches also of 
necessity work, but usually implicitly and unreflectivelyi with theories of 
the ways in which ideas motivate actions. Indeed studying ideas for their 
own sake is of no interest whatsoever. It is actions that in the end we are 
interested in, although this is in its turn complicated by the fact that the 
production of further symbols is itself an action. 

We need to make a further distinction common within sociology be- 
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tween behaviour and action; behaviour being habitual and unreflexive 
while action is consciously intentional. When I referred above to the be- 
havioural focus I intended to cover both. Indeed a key distinction, and 
matter for debate within the field, is the extent to which the behaviours 
identified are or are not reflexive rather than habitual. In my view this is a 
much more useful distinction than the one widely mobilized in disputes 
over the nature of the audience-media relation between passive and 
active. The point, as we shall see, is that habitual and non-emancipatory 
behaviours may be very actively pursued, and repressed and constricted 
identities actively constructed. Indeed it is central to the analysis of at least 
one important school of ideology critique, the Frankfurt School, which is 
often ignorantly pigeonholed in the passive audience slot, that, as Hegel 
classically analysed in the Master-Slave dialectic, domination and active 
consent are entirely compatible, resistance and the active by no means 
coterminous. Indeed this is a key lesson of Gramsci that the active audi- 
ence/popular resistance school seems to have forgotten. The key problem 
precisely, from this perspective, is how the non-coercive but active accep- 
tance of domination is achieved. 

Defining the Audience 

In reception studies the definition of the audience fulfils three functions. 
First it tells us who is actually consuming the media and thus is susceptible 
to any effects the media may have. Second, a clear historical trend in 
thinking about the nature of effects has been away from a concept of 
effects as the impact on the individual seen as a tabula rasa to a stress on 
the ways that such effects — whether interpretative or behavioural — are 
mediated by social location and group filiation. As John Corner puts it, 
'That the various interpretations made by audience members were not 
purely individualistic but had a strong group character was a necessary 
factor in any sociological perspective on "reception" and a precondition 
of any attempt to explain why interpretative variation occurred' (1991: 
289). 

Defining the audience from this perspective is part of the general prob- 
lem of analysing the relationship between individual agency and social 
structure and dynamics. The defining characteristics we choose, whether 
class, gender, age, geographical location, and so on, will depend upon our 
more general social theory and upon the kinds of effects we are trying to 
identify or analyse. To give brief examples, much recent audience research, 
for instance Morley's classic nationwide study (Morley 1980) and the work 
that has developed out of it, as well as the work of the Glasgow Media 
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Group (Glasgow Media Group ] 976, 1 980, 1 995; PhiJo 1 990), is concerned 
with the ideological effects of the media within what is theorized as a soci- 
ety characterized by social stratification and unequal relations of power. It 
is therefore concerned with whether, and if so in what ways, interpreta- 
tions of the media differ according to class or gender location. The work of 
Bourdieu, on the other hand, is concerned with the ways in which cultural 
consumption is determined by class location. In both cases what is crucial 
are the forms of social determination external to the media, which are then 
seen as filters of media influence or determinants of patterns of media 
consumption. 

Third, recent developments in audience studies which look at the role of 
the media in identity formation focus on the definition of audiences in 
terms of their differing relation to the media themselves and the ways in 
which that relation creates different identities or structures of social filia- 
tion. Here the audience may be defined in terms of heavy or light viewers, 
for example in 'cultivation studies', in terms of the audiences for different 
media or media genres — for instance the audience for soap opera and its 
gendered characteristics or in terms of small, mass, and diffused audiences 
(Abercrombie and Longhurst 1998). 

The Audience as Real or Constructed 

Thus, as Grossberg etal put it, 'the concept of the audience is a social con- 
struction, a concept that can mean and be made to do many different 
things. Yes there are real people out there watching a television pro- 
gramme, or reading a newspaper or buying an album, who can be said to 
be in the audience for a particular media product. However, the idea of the 
audience is never merely an innocent description of the sum total of indi- 
viduals^ 1 998: 208). But it does not follow from this that, as they go on to 
state, ' The fact of the matter is that the audience does not exist out there in 
reality apart from the ways in which it is defined by different groups, or for 
different purposes' (1998: 208) or, as Hartley claims more strongly, that 
audiences are fictions (Hartley 1987). 

This version of social constructivism is very prevalent in contemporary 
reception studies. It should be noted in passing that it is quite incompati- 
ble with a notion of social identities as constructed by individuals in the 
active process of media consumption, with which it is often coupled. 

There are three issues here. First, whether we start in our definition of 
the audience from ways of thinking about social groups generally or from 
ways of grouping the individuals who receive or consume given media or 
a given programme. Second, the question of the validity of any sociologi- # 
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cal generalizations about individuals. Third, whether any proposed 
grouping has to be recognized as such by its members to be a valid de- 
scription of reality (the old problem of the class in or for itself). 

It is I think the case, and I will return to this, that the stress on the 
everyday and the ethnographic in current audience research derives in 
part from a long tradition, stemming ultimately from the Romantic 
counter-Enlightenment, which rejects generalization and scientific en- 
quiry as inevitably complicit in the rationalizing and therefore dominat- 
ing process of modernity and in the colonization of the life world by the 
systems world. I might as well be straightforward. I think this refusal of 
generalization — and, particularly in our field, of statistical measures of 
probability — as inauthentic and reifying and in some way not real, but 
simply the construct of the researcher imposed on empirical reality, is 
deeply obscurantist. First the audiences as defined, for instance by the 
audience research or marketing departments of commercial media com- 
panies, exist in two senses. They tell us something real about the regular- 
ities of the behaviour of the individuals who go to make up these 
audiences, and, as the basis for product development, scheduling, and 
marketing, they have real effects upon both media production and con- 
sumption. Whether those effects are positive or negative is a separate eval- 
uative issue. Second, in many cases these 'constructed audiences' are 
recognized as relevant by the individual members themselves. Because 
members of such audiences are in what Sartre called a serial relationship 
to one another — they experience the relationship as purely statistical — 
doesn't mean it is not experienced as a real membership which is actively 
chosen. It is precisely for this reason that bestseller lists and charts influ- 
ence consumption and enable individuals to construct that sense of shar- 
ing with others, however etiolated, that the consumption of bestselling 
media products carries with it. 

Audiences, Modernity, and Organic Solidarity 

In fact to see the audience as purely an unreal social construct to be judged, 
as it is in recent embedded audience studies (Ang and Hermes 1996), 
against the 'reality* of the immense heterogeneity of individual audience 
members is to fall back into the ontological trap from which social con- 
structivism was supposed to be an escape and to avoid the central problem 
which created audience studies in the first place, namely the historical shift 
from mechanical to organic solidarity and the move from audiences and 
other social groups as entities concretely and directly graspable both by 
their members and by external observers (i.e. the audience for a theatre as 
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a given number of concrete individuals in a specific location) to social 
groups typically characterized by distant, mediated relations. 

Thus the audience first has to be defined at the broad historical level of 
social structure and stratification. The development of the media and the 
analysis of their social significance has to be seen within the context of a 
move from societies within which the dominant mode of social co- 
ordination was based on direct interaction to ones characterized by the in- 
creased centrality and scope of mediated interactions. The audience as a 
social category and problem for research and analysis has been socially 
constructed by this historical process of the separation, within the circuits 
of social communication, of the moment of the production of symbolic 
forms from the moment of their reception, and thus both the separation 
of producers from audiences and the separation of audience members 
from one another. This is important because one pervasive reaction to this 
historical process, with roots deep in Romantic counter-Enlightenment 
thought, has been to decry this move as alienating, as one part of the more 
general process of social rationalization, and to then both analyse and/or 
normatively judge the media's relation to their audiences in terms of dia- 
logic interaction. We can see this both in the ethnomethodological ap- 
proach to media adopted by theorists such as Meyrowitz and Scannell as 
well as in Habermas's theory of the public sphere and the communicative 
rationality which supposedly legitimates it. In general, processes of social 
communication involve asymmetrical and distanced relationships be- 
tween the originator and receiver of the message which can be contrasted 
with the situation in face-to-face dialogue where, while there may indeed 
be, perhaps usually is, an unequal relation of power, the interchange of 
meanings is constantly reciprocal and immediate. While a dialogue will be 
initiated by one party, once it has started neither party is the originator or 
the receiver. They are both one and the other, in turn, in a constant and 
subtly managed shifting interplay of roles. This is indeed why, contrary 
to the position of ethnomethodology, the face-to-face dialogue is not 
a good model upon which to base the analysis of mediated social 
communication. 

Indeed I would wish to argue that a major motivating thrust behind the 
current trends in audience research influenced by post-modern thinking 
which favour the ethnographic study of an 'active' audience embedded 
within everyday life is this very old nostalgic reaction to modernity and the 
search for the authentic direct experience of the real, non-rationalized, 
non-socially constructed human essence, an essence previously and vari- 
ously sought within this tradition of thought in the artist, the insane, the 
vagabond, the primitive, the unconscious. 

The very development of mediated forms of communication which 
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separate hierarchically a small number of producers from a large number 
of receivers constructs participants in the social communication process 
as audiences rather than as dialogic interlocutors. Thus at a primary level 
audiences are constituted as social facts by the separation between pro- 
duction and reception, by the difference in scale between producers and 
receivers, one-to-many rather than one-to-one, by the resulting separa- 
tion between, and differential power of, transmission as opposed to feed- 
back. Audiences are also constructed differentially by different media, 
their scale and speed of dissemination, the extent of their interactivity, 
whether they are publicly or privately consumed, etc. It is this approach to 
audience construction that is foregrounded in what Meyrowitz has called 
medium theory — McLuhan et al (Meyrowitz 1985: 16-23). But these 
forms of audience construction are structural. They are the result of gen- 
eral historical processes rather than being intentionally willed by any 
human agent. 

The Construction of Audiences: 
Patterns of Consumption 

We can study patterns of consumption created by and within this general 
historical process from two perspectives. On the one hand we can be 
interested in the ways in which factors exogenous to the media — income 
level, education, gender, or age for instance — affect patterns of media con- 
sumption. This may be very important if we are judging, for example, 
claims for the democratic potential of the Internet. Or we may be inter- 
ested in the ways in which the consumption of particular media are related 
to and perhaps cause different patterns of social action or identity 
formation. 

As we saw in Chapter 3, the media can in part be understood as systems 
for the economic production and distribution of cultural goods and ser- 
vices. In my view this must remain under contemporary circumstances 
the point of departure for analysing reception. It does not mean that it 
explains or determines everything we need validly to know about that 
process within a general emancipatory theory. But it does place important 
determining constraints on what is consumed by whom under what cir- 
cumstances, constraints which cannot be wished away by pointing to the 
relative freedom of interpretation. In particular we need to see the media 
as a process of production and consumption within which both the re- 
presentations circulating and the audiences for them are mutually 
constructed such that neither the patterns of representation, symbols, or 
meanings, nor the specific audiences or markets for them, are random. 
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So under conditions where the structural separation between produc- 
ers and audiences is governed by market relations, the first level of analysis 
of the audience is an understanding of the constraints placed on cultural 
production and audience formation by patterns of disposable income. 
Within a commercial system symbols are only circulated in the quantities 
and forms for which sufficient people, including advertisers, will pay 
sufficient money to ensure the profitability of production. This is demon- 
strably not the same as satisfying all the cultural needs or desires of 
individuals or necessarily, as in the case of political communication, the 
expressed social communication needs of society. Thus audiences or 
publics are first and foremost conceived by producers, measured by audi- 
ence research and marketing departments as markets, and in turn media 
products are tailored to the known desires and spending patterns of those 
markets. Thus we always need to start by studying the ways in which those 
markets are constructed and their effect as a social structuring mecha- 
nism. While pleasure is derived from consumption, it is not a free-flowing 
pleasure but a carefully channelled pleasure. While aberrant decoding and 
so-called resistant forms of sub-cultural identity construction through 
consumption are undoubtedly possible, it will always be easier to go with 
the flow and thus select from the range of identities constructed for one. 
One needs to start analysis not with the ethnography of a household but 
with family expenditure surveys and with the studies of demographics and 
consumption patterns used by advertising agencies and marketing de- 
partments. These reveal the foundations upon which the work of audience 
construction and related identity construction is based. Although adver- 
tisers and marketers are now constructing, in response to market frag- 
mentation, more complex maps of the consumer, it nonetheless remains 
the case that patterns of media consumption remain closely tied to income 
levels. 

But these structural effects are themselves mediated through other so- 
cial structuring effects. It is this structuring of cultural consumption that 
has been one of the major thrusts of the work of Bourdieu. His analysis 
aims to demonstrate the ways in which class position structures audiences 
by structuring not only the economic resources available for cultural con- 
sumption (the massive popularity of television can still best be explained 
in terms of its relative cheapness) but also the cultural resources, what he 
terms cultural capital, largely determined by educational level, which in 
their turn structure dispositions, i.e. our willingness to consume and our 
expectation of deriving pleasure and benefit from, a given mode of cul- 
tural consumption. The crucial point here is that pleasure, which is seen in 
much current 'active' audience ethnography as the necessarily positive 
source of resistance or of the interpretative and identity-constructing free- 
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dora of 'bricolage', is on the contrary seen by Bourdieu as itself socially 
constructed and a source of the willing but unwitting acceptance not just 
of hierarchical judgements of taste but of the social positions associated 
with them. 

Audience Construction by Media Institutions 

But institutions also construct audiences intentionally. The effect of in- 
come patterns, both direct and as mediated by age, gender, and education 
in particular, are then in their turn mobilized by advertisers and media 
producers to measure and then segment markets with the socially divisive 
effects well analysed for the United States case by Thurow in his recent 
book Breaking Up America ( 1997) . 

As Gitlin (1994) has argued, the very separation of production and re- 
ception produces high levels of uncertainty in producing institutions as to 
the nature of the audience they are addressing. But since, in order to con- 
struct any communicative artefact at all, but more importantly in order to 
construct ones which will actually be consumed, they need to be designed 
with an addressee in mind, media-producing institutions are forced to 
construct some idea of the audience. As Gitlin puts it in his study of the US 
TV networks, while the numbers produced by this process of construction 
in terms of demographic categories may be unreliable, they are the best 
decision-makers have to work with ( 1994: 84) . While these are partial and 
criticizable pictures of the audience, it does not follow that the audiences 
they depict are not 'real', for two reasons: (a) because they do indicate ( they 
do not explain — that is a secondary level of analysis which in general is no 
concern of the producers) some of the social characteristics by which pat- 
terns of media consumption, and perhaps also patterns of media interpre- 
tation or use, can be differentiated, and (b) because these categories are the 
basis for the construction of texts which in their turn will — if we take a 
symbolic interactionist or social constructivist perspective — construct 
the very audiences previously constructed and measured within the 
research categories. Thus, however 'unreal' the original categorization, it 
becomes self-reinforcing within the process of production and consump- 
tion. Again as Gitlin puts it (1994: 29), we can envisage a process whereby 
a whole set of potential cultural desires, attributes, identities, around 
which audiences could coalesce, can be imagined as in suspension in the 
fluid of social and everyday life, but the construction of certain types of 
programming only crystallizes out a limited range of that potential and 
thus only constructs a limited range of the potential audience positions 
which consumers could and would willingly and actively adopt. Thus, and 
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I will return to this, the point at issue is not whether the audience is active 
or passive but rather the fields of action which are opened up or closed 
down, the identities which are made available or repressed. 

The End of the Mass Audience? 

A key issue in current studies of the media is whether the mass audience is 
dying. The argument is constructed by writers like Alvin TofHer in The 
Third Wave (1980) or by Kegroponte in Being Digital (1995) within the 
broad framework of a post-industrial, post-Fordist argument. It is argued 
that the mass audience was a product of a particular stage of economic 
development corresponding broadly with the era of the mass production 
and mass marketing of consumer goods. That this stage of capitalist devel- 
opment was characterized by the dominance of economies of scale and the 
satisfaction of basic, undifferentiated needs. What became known as the 
mass media, focusing on producinga restricted range of products for large 
audiences, of which network television was the classic case, was a product 
of this era in two senses — it produced for and thus at the same time 
worked to produce mass audiences and it was heavily dependent upon ad- 
vertising revenue derived from a small number of producers of mass con- 
sumer goods (it is still important to look at the type and range of firms 
who dominate as buyers of media advertising), advertisers who in their 
turn helped to construct audiences for the advertising and thus markets 
for the mass-produced goods they were trying to sell. 

Now it is argued the economy is moving into a new stage of so-called 
flexible specialization where it is the consumer, not the mass producer, 
who is king. The market for basic needs having been saturated, rising in- 
comes allow consumers to indulge a range of tastes and construct through 
consumption a range of lifestyles, and producers are engaged in increas- 
ingly intense competition for often rapidly changing niche markets. This 
shift in the nature of the market, it is argued, has been accompanied and 
reinforced in the field of media by the development of new technologies 
which in particular have removed the constraints of spectrum scarcity on 
the number of audio- visual services that could be delivered and have at the 
same time lowered the costs of distribution, thus making the targeting of 
these niche markets both technically possible and economically viable. 
Thus, it is argued, whatever one's position on the question of whether 
mass audiences were in the past manipulated and controlled by producers 
we now no longer need to worry because it is consumer choice that reigns 
and every individual or group can satisfy their desires from the cornucopia 
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of capitalism. If one producer doesn't deliver what they want another 
rapidly will. There are two issues here. First, whether the mass audience 
is in fact dead,andsecond whether the new fragmented market does in tact 
liberate cultural consumers from the domination of producers. So far as 
the first question is concerned Neumann's The Future of the Mass Audience 
(1991) remains the best available study. It is based on now somewhat 
dated US evidence, but since all commentators see the United States, for 
good or ill, as the future so far as the media landscape is concerned, if the 
mass audience is not dead there it is unlikely to be either dead or dying 
elsewhere. Neumann comes to the unequivocal conclusion that for all the 
hype about new media the mass audience is far from dead. More recent 
evidence from the United States and elsewhere continues to support 
this view. This issue and the more general study of patterns of media 
consumption is of central importance because debates on the social im- 
pact of new media and policies based upon them often largely rest upon 
estimates of the actual or forecast uptake and use of these new media 
and/or the resulting decline in old media. This is also true of shifts in the 
attention of academic researchers, with the result that the continuing 
mundane effects of newspapers or network television are in danger of ne- 
glect as researchers rush to the judgement of new media based on dubious 
extrapolations from necessarily small samples. It has been frequently 
joked of research on telework, for instance, that there were more re- 
searchers than teleworkers. 


Media Effects 

While studying the nature of the audience, whether as structured 
by economic and other social determinants or by the media themselves, 
is a starting-point, it is certainly not sufficient. Establishing the nature 
and boundaries of a group to be studied as an audience tells us little or 
nothing about the nature of the relationship between that audience and 
the media. It tells us nothing necessarily about how media reception 
affects the thoughts or actions of members of that audience. The matter is 
complicated, however, because how we thinkabout the audience may itself 
be determined by the kind of audience-media relation that we are 
hypothesizing, the kind of effect we are interested in. To take obvious ex- 
amples, if we are interested in the levels and causes of social violence 
then we will be interested in the media use of those who commit, as against 
those who do not commit, violent acts. If we are interested in the ways 
in which relations of- unequal power are legitimized or resisted in class- 
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based societies we will be interested in the class characteristics of audi- 
ences. If we are interested in the mechanisms by which patriarchy is either 
maintained or undermined we will define the audience in gender terms. 
If on the other hand, as some current approaches to media consumption 
now do, we start from a position of a media-saturated society and see 
patterns of media use as a crucial defining variable of social identity 
construction then we will wish to define the audience in terms of those 
patterns of use. Our model of the audience may be that of the fan and 
of the audience-media relation that of fandom (Abercrombie and 
Longhurstl998). 


The History of Audience Studies 

The history of audience research is now often presented, if only implicitly, 
as one of progress from a concept of a passive to that of an active audience, 
and from a conceptualization of the relationship between audience and 
media as the impact of the media upon the audience, whether upon its at- 
titudes or its actions, to one of the audience using the media to gratify its 
needs and to construct identities or lifestyles. 

I want to suggest that this way of reading the history is misleading and 
serves to disguise the issues which are at stake. It is more accurate to read 
the history as an oscillation along a number of dimensions motivated both 
by problems raised within the research itself and by wider socially deter- 
mined shirts in what are seen as the interesting and important problems. 
Indeed seeing the history as a multidimensional oscillation allows us to 
avoid a certain proneness to fashion which causes a narrowing of vision, 
both substantially in terms of the problems addressed, and methodologi- 
cally, and thus to a constant danger of reinventing the wheel, and to agree 
with Curran (1990) that it is better to read recent developments in audi- 
ence research as a revisionist return to pre-existing problems and models 
of research rather than a revolutionary new dawn. This may be boringly 
unglamorous, but it does I hope induce a certain modesty and the search 
for small gains in the understanding of deep-seated problems rather than 
radical paradigm shirts. 

This is important because it allows us to draw on the full range of what 
we have learned about the audience and both its use of the media and the 
effects of the media on it and avoids the trap of thinking that study of the 
ways in which the media contribute to attitude change or the maintenance 
or undermining of hegemony is necessarily incompatible with studying 
the ways in which people use the media in the construction of their iden- 
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cities; or that the study of the possible influence of types of media content 
and exposure on selected patterns of social behaviour, whether the con- 
sumption of given products, say tobacco, or violence, or sexual behaviour, 
is incompatible with attempts to study the links between the media and 
wider patterns of social change. 

What then are the key issues at stake and along what dimensions has this 
osculation taken place? First, there has been an oscillation between strong 
and weak media. This is often seen as the same as an oscillation between a 
passive and active audience. But this is, in my view, a misleading way of 
seeing things, because it is possible to argue that the media work their 
relatively strong effects through an active audience. It is also important to 
stress that this is only one dimension. It is therefore possible to support a 
powerful media hypothesis in one area and a weak one in another. For in- 
stance, we can argue that the media have a powerful influence on identity 
construction, but a weak one on attitude formation, or that they have pow- 
erful general behaviour effects, for instance in a decline in deference, but 
weakspecific behavioural effects, for instance in a link between violent im- 
ages and violent behaviour. Second, there has been an oscillation between 
seeing the media-audience relation as one of the impact, however medi- 
ated, of the media on the attitudes or actions of the audience on the one 
hand and, on the other, seeing it as one in which either the audience uses 
the media to satisfy its needs, however those needs may be formed, or 
within a broadly symbolic interactionist perspective, as one, for some the 
major, contributor to the construction of its identity. Third, there has been 
an oscillation between the ways in which effects are defined, whether cog- 
nitive or behavioural, whether at the individual or group level or at the 
macro social level. These three dimensions of oscillation then relate to an- 
other dimension, that of the mediations involved in the analysis of either 
the effects or uses of the media. 

There has been a general tendency in audience research to discover an 
increasing number of filters through which any media influence has to 
pass. But there is a broad divide within the field between those who focus 
on the cognitive filters, whether these are conceived in terms of psycholog- 
ically, socially, or culturally determined interpretative frames or in terms 
of interpretative freedom vis-a-vis the poiysemic text.and those who focus 
on socially determined behavioural constraints. In both cases there may 
also be a distinction between and dispute about which sources of social 
determination are the most appropriate or the most powerful — whether 
class, gender, age, geographical location, educational level, occupation, or 
whatever. And the choice of social determination for the purposes of 
analysis or measurement will itself be determined by wider social consid- 
erations, of social theory or relevance. 
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From Individual Effects to Social Effects 


We can see the complexity of these oscillations if we trace out one possible 
line of development through the history of audience research. There is 
little question that early audience research within United States sociology 
and social psychology began with a definition of effect as the stimulus of a 
media message causing a direct behavioural response in individual audi- 
ence members, whether an act of consumption or a vote. These individual 
effects could then be aggregated statistically to measure a social effect. But 
the research itself soon showed that this was an inadequate model. Two 
problems arose. First, far from the anomic, socially disembedded audience 
that social theory assumed, it soon became clear that neither attitude 
changes nor behavioural effects could be directly correlated with media 
exposure or message content but were mediated via exogenously deter- 
mined social structural effects. Secondly it was quickly realized that the re- 
lation between audience and message was not one of stimulus/response 
but of interpretation, and that there was similarly no direct relationship 
between an interpretation or attitude change on the one hand and any re- 
sulting action on the other. Again there was clearly a process of psycho- 
logical and social mediation involved. The end result of this general 
development in audience studies was an account of highly mediated, weak 
media effects which, in so far as they had an effect, was to reinforce estab- 
lished norms and patterns of behaviour. As Schramm famously summed 
up the results of years of studies on the effects of media consumption on 
children's behaviour, 'for some children, under some conditions, some 
television is harmful. For some children under the same conditions, or for 
the same children under other conditions it may be beneficial. For most 
children, under most conditions, most television is probably neither par- 
ticularly harmful nor particularly beneficial' (Schramm etal 1961: 11). Or 
as Cumberbatch has more recently put it, 'research which has examined 
audiences is rarely able to demonstrate clear effects of the mass media' 
(1989: 1). But it is important to stress in the current intellectual climate 
within media studies that this tradition, which has continued to make 
more sophisticated both its identification of mediating social and psycho- 
logical variables and its definition of effects, continues to provide us with 
real knowledge about real problems. It does tell us something that active, 
ethnographic audience research does not about the effect on voting be- 
haviour of political campaigns and the more general agenda-setting func- 
tion of media coverage, or about the effects on children, their cognitive 
development and socialization, of differing media diets, that have real and 
potentially emancipatory policy consequences. 
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There were, however, then two developments out of this mediated, 
weak, and reinforcing assessment of media effects. One was uses and 
gratifications research, which argued that people had been looking at the 
wrong thing and there was a need to reconceptualize the audience-media 
relation as one, not of the impact or effect of the media on the audience, 
but of the ways in which the audience used the media to gratify pre- 
existing needs for information, entertainment, and so on (McQuail etal. 
1 972 ) . An early critique of this approach then argued, correctly in my view, 
that it was functionalist, i.e. that any media use was assumed actually to 
gratify a need and thus it was by definition good, and that the needs were 
seen as both exogenous to the media and as mentalistic, as existing in the 
minds of the audience (Elliott 1974). It thus neglected the question of how 
these needs were created, including the possible role of the media them- 
selves in creating these needs, and whether some needs, were therefore 
more emancipatory than others. The uses and gratifications approach and 
its original critique is important because we can see some of the recent de- 
velopments in 'active' audience studies and the relation between media 
consumption and identity construction, not as a radical new move, but as 
a return to this approach and with many of the same problems. 

The second reaction, famously marked by Hall's 'two paradigms' cri- 
tique of what he called the Behavioural/ Functional approach (Hall 1982), 
was a focus on society-wide ideological effects and on the media's role in 
the creation and maintenance of hegemony. This shifted the focus from 
the ways in which, within a society conceived as made up of competing 
pluralistic interest groups, the competing media messages caused atti- 
tudinal or behavioural change, and from the problem of deviant behav- 
iour from social norms, to the ways, on the contrary, in which media 
messages were constructed and interpreted in such a way as to reinforce 
hegemony within societies conceived as divided along structural lines of 
unequal class power and where the general problem was seen as one ot 
how to overthrow existing social norms rather than maintain them. This 
approach undoubtedly addresses two real problems which most of its crit- 
ics simply avoid. Society is demonstrably unequal in its distribution of 
both material and symbolic resources and the life chances associated with 
them. Thus there is a permanent problem of explaining how such a society 
is legitimized. It is also the case that no social entity can identified as 
such, let alone actually maintain its social existence, without some body of 
shared norms, values, and ideas about the world. Thus the mechanisms by 
which such shared norms are created, propagated, and maintained is al- 
ways of central significance. The problem with much recent audience re- 
search whichfocuses on audience freedom and resistance is that it simply 
avoids this problem. It can account for and even worship social difference 
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and alternative readings and all the things that separate us. But it cannot 
account for those dominant readings and 'normal* patterns of behaviour 
which, for better or worse, unite us and make a society a society rather than 
a random collection of monads. 

However the ideological turn in audience studies soon came up against 
problems of its own, which in spite of its differing theoretical starting- 
point drove it in the same directions as the effects and uses and gratifica- 
tions approaches it had started by defining itself against. Because it 
combined a theory of unequal social power with a cultural or hermeneu- 
tic turn, the focus switched back to cognitive rather than behavioural 
effects. This immediately faced this approach with the old problem of dif- 
ferences of interpretation, now renamed decoding, of the same message 
and drove it, since it was primarily concerned with the relationship 
between ideology and class consciousness and action, to try and limit the 
range of interpretations on broadly class lines. This was the state of play 
with Morley's seminal nationwide study. The problems then became 
twofold. First it was difficult to establish a clear general link between social 
position and interpretation. Second, the appropriate social positional 
variable to use, both in selecting samples and in attempting to identify 
broad patterns of interpretative variation, became a matter of dispute, 
particularly between those who privileged class divisions and others, par- 
ticularly feminists, who naturally preferred to focus on gender divisions. 
Another problem was the failure to incorporate any theory of motivation, 
that is to say of the relation between any given interpretation and a subse- 
quent action — whether a vote or the joining of a political party or going on 
strike as opposed to strike-breaking etc. Before turning to the two most in- 
fluential reactions to these theoretical and empirical dilemmas it is impor- 
tant to note that the assumed openness of the text and lack of fit between 
interpretation and relevant external social determinations are neither of 
them as great as many new active audience researchers assume. As the 
continuing work of the Glasgow Media Group within a broadly dominant 
ideology, class politics perspective shows one can establish a clear, long- 
lasting and commonly held relation between a given media message and 
the interpretations made. The fact that it is long-lasting, that is to say a 
consistent interpretation can be reconstructed by audience members from 
memory, means that it is derived from a consistent interpretative frame- 
work and is not simply the random response to given media stimuli; the 
fact that it is shared by others means that it is likely to be motivated in the 
same way by the same message. This then enables the Glasgow group both 
to establish a consistent relation between such interpretations and 
responses determined by social position and experience and at the same 
time to identify a relationship between media messages and changing atti- 
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tudes and ideas. In short media messages do affect our understanding 
of the world, but how we then interpret or act upon that understanding is 
related to social position and experience. 

The Embedded Audience 

Leaving that to one side, the first major reaction to the dilemmas of ideol- 
ogy research was to dig deeper into the pit of interpretative variability and 
to end up with Fiske's dissolution of both text and audience into an end- 
less process of ungrounded semiosis which was defined as resistant by 
fiat (Fiske 1989). Not only was the problem of the impact of messages 
dissolved, but also at the same time was the problem of the social determi- 
nation of both interpretative frameworks and associated patterns of be- 
haviour. I will look at the problems associated with the particular model of 
language and representation upon which this particular version of the un- 
determined reader is based in the next chapter. For our purposes here we 
need to point to the way in which this move within interpretative theory in 
its turn drove a parallel move away from an interpretative focus and back 
to uses and gratifications. Thus the second reaction to the dilemmas of 
ideology research was a turn on the one hand to a revived form of uses and 
gratifications research and the study of the so-called embedded audience 
and, on the other, a turn to consumption rather than reception as the pre- 
ferred descriptor for the audience-media relation and to a focus on the 
ways in which consumption, far from being determined by production 
and an inauthentic and repressive form of social behaviour, was a liberat- 
ing form of identity construction. Here the term 'bricolage* paralleled the 
polysemy of the interpretative approach. 

Within this general trend the approach of Radway (1988) and Ang 
( 1985, 1990) has been to stress the uses and gratifications of media and 
then to move in the direction of the embedded audience as an escape from 
the question of social determination and generalization. 

The alternative approach, made by Morley (1989) and Silverstone 
(1994), is to hang on to the relation between media use and social deter- 
mination but seek this determination in the embedded complex of 
domestic behaviours such that what is at stake now is no longer the inter- 
pretation of messages and their ideological power or effect but the mean- 
ing of objects within the power balances of social relations. An interesting 
question in its own right and based, at least in Silverstone's case, on a spe- 
cific, object-oriented psychological theory. But now the focus of attention 
shifts decisively away from the media and to the role of objects of 
consumption and the meanings attached to them within a general study of 
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social relations of power. Whether the media have any particular or 
necessary role in this is not at all clear. 

In my view three distinct issues are raised by these recent developments 
in audience research. 

(a) The appeal to concepts of the everyday and embeddedness and to 
ethnography as a preferred methodology raises the problem of gener- 
alization and empirical validation. 

(b) The question of whether an active audience can necessarily be equated 
with weak media effects, as is often assumed, and thus how we should 
assess the power of the media. 

(c) The question of the relation between ideas and behaviour and the dis- 
tinction between behaviour and action, and thus whether it is behav- 
iour or ideas that are the main determinant of social co-ordination 
and stability. This relates to the discussion of culture in the next chap- 
ter because it raises the question of whether it is our shared, habitual 
routines or our shared meanings that are the main determinant of 
social co-ordination and stability, and whether the limits of emanci- 
pation are primarily behavioural — we can only be reflexive some of 
the time — or cognitive. 


The Ethnography of an Active, Embedded Audience 

Let me look first at the way in which the turn to the ethnographic study of 
the embedded audience raises the problem of generalization and empiri- 
cal validation and its implications for what audience research can reason- 
ably tell us about the social power of either audience or media. I will then 
go on to look at the implications for our assessment of the power of the 
media of conceptualizing the audience-media relation as the activity of 
consumption and its use in a process of identity construction. In particu- 
lar I will do this by critiquing the idea that an active audience is necessarily 
a powerful or resistant audience. 

It is undoubtedly the case that the original effects tradition started with 
a model of media messages affecting individuals, and then conceptualized 
social effects as the aggregation of these individual impacts. But this was 
because of the way that the more general social problem was conceptual- 
ized. Early effects research was closely linked to mass society, mass audi- 
ence theory, and to the way the problem had been posed by classical 
sociology in terms of a transition from mechanical to organic solidarity. 
By definition the problem was the dissolution of pre-existing social bonds 
and their replacement as socializing structures by more general processes 
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of social communication between isolated, anonymous, anomic individu- 
als. But the research itself soon showed that this was not a realistic picture. 
From the work of the Chicago school in urban sociology — which stressed 
the role of newspapers in building and reinforcing the bonds of local com- 
munity — onwards, audience research increasingly stressed the ways in 
which the effects of media were mediated through group affiliation, or 
rather the ways in which effects were mediated by other pre-existing 
effects of social structure and location. The issue in dispute thus became 
not whether we had to see the audience as socially constructed and any ef- 
fects as socially mediated, but what in any given case were the appropriate 
social markers. Were they class, gender, ethnicity, age, geographical loca- 
tion, etc.? This is a problem that no audience researcher can escape, since 
unless the audience is conceived in terms of isolated individuals and any 
effects are conceived as entirely random, some structuring of the sample to 
be studied has to take place and such a structuring will, of course, be pre- 
scribed by one's hypothesis as to what the most relevant social structural 
mediations are likely to be. If one is concerned with class power then class 
will be top of the list, if with gender relations then gender, and so on. One 
way of seeing recent developments in 'ethnographic' studies of the audi- 
ence, developments which Morley very even-handedly and judiciously 
assesses in Television, Audiences and Cultural Studies ( 1992), is as a strug- 
gle with this problem. This tradition, stemming from a concern with the 
role of the media in the operation of hegemony in class societies, starts 
with Morley s nationwide study, which attempts to map the relationship 
between variant decodings of a media message and class location. The 
problem for Morley s critics was the loose fit between interpretations and 
class location. 

But the apparent rich variation in actual audience interpretations and 
their theorization as an active resistant audience then led ironically, in the 
name of an 'ethnography' of the embedded audience, not just to the disap- 
pearance from research of the intervening social structural variables that 
the whole effects tradition had developed to explain variations in effects, 
but also, as Angs title Desperately Seeking the Audience indicates, the dis- 
appearance of the audience as anything other than a random collection of 
individuals so embedded as to dissolve into the huge complexity of the 
everyday. 

This appeal to the everyday and embeddedness dominates recent devel- 
opments in ethnographic studies of the 'active' audience, and gives the im- 
pression, as is intended, of attention to the real experiences of ordinary 
folk and thus a rejection of both intellectual elitism and of the reifications 
of sociology. 

Radway talks of a new object of analysis — the endlessly shirting, ever- 
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evolving kaleidoscope of daily life and the way in which the media are 
integrated and implicated within it'(1988: 366). Morley writes that 'For 
audience studies, when it comes to television, the key challenge lies in our 
ability to construct the audience as both a social and a semiological (cul- 
tural) phenomenon, and in our ability to recognise the relationship 
between viewers and the television set as they are mediated by the deter- 
minations of everyday life' (1992: 197), and argues that 'the focus on the 
embedded audience must certainly now be a priority for media research' 
Nightingale writes that "Self-everyday life is the larger relation where what 
is studied as audience-text finds its rationale' (1996: 131 ). 

The problem with this invocation of everyday life and of embeddedness 
as the final destination of the long march through the social determinants 
of audience interpretations and of the media's effects upon audiences 
is that a set of analytical distinctions and evaluative stances are being 
smuggled in without the necessary supporting argument, and in a 
way which avoids the crucial analytical problems. In my view the mobi- 
lization of everyday life involves three different conceptual and evaluative 
issues. 

(a) The use of the distinction between the life world and the systems 
world, in its turn just another version of the agency/structure prob- 
lem, in a way which privileges the life world as authentic and free as 
against the dominating power of rationalizing structures. It is thus 
part of the Romantic revolt against the implications of modernity and 
against the necessary role that generalized systems play in social co- 
ordination, a role that is beneficial as well as detrimental, and is 
certainly unavoidable. 

(b) The mobilization of an opposition between popular and elite culture, 
with the everyday firmly on the popular and positive side of the bal- 
ance, accompanied by a related view of the intellectual or researcher as 
an outsider always in danger of failing fully to appreciate or under- 
stand the rich diversity of this culture. There is operating here a quite 
clear nostalgie de laboue^z powerful trope in contemporary media and 
cultural studies. 

(c) This is in turn related to an evaluative schema which opposes pleasure 
to rational analysis very much in pleasure's favour, again another of 
the tropes of Romanticism. Pleasure, desire, the unconscious are seen 
as the Dionysian forces constantly welling up from below to under- 
mine the repressive, disciplining, dominating Apollonian forces of 
rationality and structure. 

All these positions in turn relate to a methodological suspicion of general- 
ization as a misleading abstraction from the diversity of reality, and an ac- 
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companying suspicion, if not refusal, of sociology and of the establish- 
ment of social and structural facts that are its essence. 

These evaluations and refusals are very clear in the works from which 
this move to everyday life takes its inspiration, those of Lefebvre and De 
Certeau. Lefebvre explicitly sees everyday life, in Nightingale's words, 
'as the source of an audience-generated critique of culture; the origins 
of a critique of modernism'. As he himself put it, 'there the rationality of 
economism and technicity produces its opposite as their "structural 
compliment" and reveals its limitations as restricted rationalism and 
irrationalism pervade everyday life, confront and reflect one another' 
(Lefebvre 1984: 83). The underlying positions are made even clearer in De 
Certeau ( i984), who equates the productivity of everyday life with parole 
in contrast to the langiieot the dominant culture. He writes of the trajec- 
tories that'trace out the ruses of other interests anddesires that are neither 
determined nor captured by the systems in which they develop' (1984: 
p. xviii), and he explicitly argues that 'statistical investigation grasps the 
material of these practices, but not their form; it determines the elements 
used, but not the phrasing produce by bricolage (the artisan-like inven- 
tiveness) and the discursiveness that combines these elements which are in 
general circulation and rather drab ... the power of its calculation lies in 
its power to divide, but it is precisely through this analytic fragmentation 
that it loses sight of what it claims to seek and to represent' ( 1984: p. xviii). 
Finally, in claiming the Utopian potential of popular culture, he praises 
the 'opacity of "popular culture" ... a dark rock which resists all 
assimilation'. 

While the determinations involved in the construction of audiences 
and in the audience-media relation are indeed complex, and while there is 
no doubt that in the process of generalization and the search for typical in- 
stances of more general processes or structures one undoubtedly loses in 
complexity what one gains in clarity, to invoke everyday life and embed- 
dedness in this way is to give up on understanding altogether. 

The Status and Use of Statistics: 
A Methodological Digression 

Underlying the debate about media effects is a debate about the use and 
relevance of statistical methods of audience measurement. This is a field 
where the methodological issues cannot be avoided because they reflect 
underlying conceptual issues of central importance. The currently ascen- 
dant ethnographic turn in audience studies broadly rejects the validity of 
statistical sampling on the grounds that, from the perspective of the micro 
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contexts of everyday life, all audience members are fundamentally hetero- 
geneous. That to take an approach that assumes that any individual's 
interpretative response is representative, and thus open to statistical sam- 
pling, in order to give a more general and generalizable picture of audience 
responses is to repress the individual, to fail to recognize her or his differ- 
ence. This goes along with the view, expressed by Hartley, that the audience 
is a fiction with no real existence. Now while this view is based on the true 
perception that audiences do not exist in a state of nature — they have no 
ontological existence, but are constructed either by institutions or by the 
research project itself — this is also to use a very special sense of real which 
in fact draws precisely on the ontological tradition which it appears to 
deny. That is to say, much of the reality of modern society, precisely be- 
cause social relations are mediated, is abstract. It can only be captured sta- 
tistically as patterns of probability. Indeed this is the very definition of a 
social fact in Durkheim's sense. It is something that cannot be explained in 
terms of individuals and a methodological individualism which sees all 
social phenomena as merely the sum of individual actions. To claim that 
audiences are real social entities is not to fall into a structural functional- 
ism. Indeed the problem with Giddenss critique of structural functional- 
ism in terms of his theory of structuration is that, while it takes account of 
the ways in which social structures are iteratively constructed through the 
actions of intelligent agents, it does not take account of either the differ- 
ence between behaviour and action, that is to say the ways in which sub- or 
semi-conscious routines necessarily structure co-ordinated social action, 
or of the ways in which the sum of a set of intelligent actions produces an 
overall result which is not what the actors wanted or intended but which 
has determining or constraining effects upon them. These effects are in 
part identified and measured in terms of probabilities. 

The rejection of statistically based audience measurement methodolo- 
gies is a part of that wider Romantic, counter-Enlightenment strand 
of thought which rejects modernity as alienating and is in permanent 
pursuit of the authentically plural and different. This, in my view, is simply 
to deny a necessary and defining feature of modern society and to reject 
the possibility of analysing the ambivalences between the liberating and 
repressive effects of rationalization and abstraction. In the end ethno- 
graphic audience research fetishizes direct experience and the everyday. 
The descriptions get ever thicker — in Geertz's term — but to what end, 
since they can only result, as in the Borges story, in a map that is physically 
coterminous with the world it is designed to describe? In the end the whole 
purpose of social scientific enquiry is to disembed the social phenomenon 
under investigation. Without such a disembedding no explanation is 
possible. 
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The Politics of the Embedded Audience 

Thus, while Ang and Hermes ( 1 996) call for 'an unravelling of the intricate 
intersections of the diverse and the homogenous', it is difficult to see how 
this could ever be done if one starts with their assumption that a more 
radicaranthropologisation' of the study of media consumption needs 

to go beyond the boundaries of reception analysis and develop new forms of 
'consumption analysis'. In everyday life media consumption cannot be equated 
with distinct and insulated activities such as 'watching television', V eading a book', 
'listening to a record' and so on. Since people living in* (post)-modern societies 
are surrounded by an ever-present and ever-evolving media environment, they are 
always-already audiences of an abundance of media provisions, by choice or 
by force. Thus media consumption should be conceptualised as an ever- 
proliferating set of heterogeneous and dispersed, intersecting and contradicting 
cultural practices, involving an indefinite number of multiply positioned subjects. 
(1996: 340) 

But it is not just a question of methodology that is at stake here. In the 
end it is also a political question. This is well illustrated by the position to 
which Ang and Hermes are themselves driven in the same article. They ask 
in the context of studying the relation between media consumption and 
gender whether 

a wariness of generalised absolutes and observance of the irreducible complexity 
and relentless heterogeneity of social lite . . . doesn't make theory and politics im- 
possible? Doesn't post-modern particularism inevitably lead to the resignation 
that all there is left viable are descriptions of particular events at particular points 
in time? And doesn't radical endorsement of particularity and difference only 
serve to intensify an escalating individualism? If we declare 'women* to be an inde- 
terminate category, how can a feminist politics still assert itself? 

Their answer is revealing. They argue that 'the dangers of easy categorisa- 
tion and generalisation, so characteristic of mainstream traditions in the 
social sciences (including mass communication theory and research) are 
greater than the benefits of a consistent particularism'. While arguing that 
post-modern feminism has adopted a profound sense of gender scepti- 
cism, they go on to equate categorization with assuming a fixed unity. It 
does nothing of the sort. But this then enables them to continue to use the 
terms 'women and 'sexism' as organizing categories for their thought, 
while it is no longer clear what meaning or relevance such terms could 
have unless grounded in some generalized category, however defined. In 
fact any feminist theory or politics has no alternative but to work with a so- 
ciological generalization such that relations of power between groups can 
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be posited, let alone analysed. The issue therefore is not whether it is nec- 
essary to generalize from the particular and the heterogeneous, but what 
generalizing principles are relevant for the analytical or political purposes 
at hand. 

Consumption, identities, and Lifestyles 

But what De Certeau's work, and much of the audience research derived 
from it, does usefully turn our attention to is the major alternative tradi- 
tion in audience research which focuses on the audience's use of the media 
rather than on the impact, however mediated, of the media on the audi- 
ence. Again it is not useful in my view to see this tradition in terms of a 
radical or critical shift from a functionalist uses and gratifications, passive 
audience approach to an active audience, resistance, identities approach. 
Indeed the continuities in this way of looking at the audience-media 
relation is well illustrated by comparing Herzog's study of radio soaps in 
the 1940s (Herzog 1944) with feminist-inspired work within the more 
recent 'active* audience tradition such as that of Hobson (1982) or Ang 
( 1 985) on soaps and serials, or that of Radway ( 1 987) on Romance novels. 
The methods and conclusions are essentially similar. It is not the reality, 
escapism, or repressive nature of the content that is crucial, but on the con- 
trary the ways in which women use these media forms to escape from the 
pressures of their male-, and child- rearing-, and housework-dominated 
domestic lives. But in my view the continuities are more wide-ranging 
than that and can best be illustrated by examining the ways in which 
consumption in relation to identity has been mobilized as a way of 
thinking about the audience-media relation, and its deep roots in post- 
Enlightenment thought 

Consumption, identities, and Commodity Fetishism 

The lifestyle approach that glorifies consumer choice and the freedom of 
the consumer to satisfy tastes and construct identities within the process of 
consumption in fact shares the same model of identity construction as the 
commodity fetishism approach it thinks it is rejecting. One can identify a 
long tradition of thought, which stems originally from Hegel's notion of 
identity construction through projection and objectification, and then de- 
velops into Marx's concept of commodity fetishism, which focuses on the 
formation of human identities, and thus the motivation of social action, 
through praxis. The intentional self is created through a process of objec- 
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tification which involves interaction in production with the external ma- 
terial world and a dialectical reflection of oneself in the response of others 
within social relations. Thus for Marx commodity fetishism was suppor- 
tive of the social status quo because it led individuals and groups to find 
themselves, to create their identities, in a particular form of alienated and 
reified production and consumption. It thus disguised from them their 
own deeper and freer potentials. This was then developed by the Frankfurt 
School, with the addition of the insights of Freudian psychoanalysis, into 
an analysis of the social effects of the consumption of a commoditized cul- 
ture. Thus for the Frankfort School the ideological effect of the media lay 
not in the rationalized content of their messages, but in the practice of a 
particular form of alienated consumption. One can criticize this view, but 
not on the basis that it works with the model of a passive audience. Indeed 
the difference between it and. supposedly new more radical and Iiberatory 
current versions of consumption, identities, and lifestyles research is not 
in the activity or agency granted to the audience, but" in the evaluation, 
from an emancipatory perspective, of the identities and lifestyles actively 
constructed. 

This does not mean that there are not crucial differences of approach 
and theory at stake within the consumption/identities approach. First, as 
part of the so-called cultural turn, there is a shift in focus from seeing the 
commodity as an external object in the world, as part of second nature, 
through the appropriation of which we come to know ourselves and thus 
form our identities, to a position which combines the Weberian status 
competition of distinction with an ethnographic Maussian view, largely 
mediated via Mary Douglas, of gift exchange, whereby commodities lose 
all use value except as tokens of social status and their exchange is seen as a 
process of both status competition and social bonding. A crucial point 
needs to be made here. The shift to a view of token-based status competi- 
tion derives from a view of identity as formed by preassigned social roles 
and one's socialization into them, as in Bourdieus theory of habitus, and 
sees token exchange as a means of mediating, in a misrecognized way, the 
potentially socially dysfunctional conflicts between roles and status posi- 
tions. While in both cases the audience member is active, the implications 
of the action and its degree of 'freedom' orVeststance', and thus the nature 
of identity construction involved, are very different. As we can see in 
Bourdieus work, which draws heavily on this tradition, it sees identity as 
relatively non-malleable and resistance to the effect of the cultural arbi- 
trary' as very difficult to envisage. In my view both the commodity 
fetishism and the gift exchange positions tend to explain how active inten- 
tional individual agents form identities which conform with rather than 
resist social norms. They bcSth faff, for different reasons, at the behaviour 
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end of the behaviour/action divide and reveal, correctly in my view, the 
limits to human freedom. 

Second, there is a crucial difference in the stance taken towards pleasure. 
The problem of the relation between reason and pleasure goes back to the 
sources of the ethical tradition within which this book argues we should 
work. As we shall see in Chapter 7, it is a key issue in how we evaluate media 
content. There is no question that the commodity fetishism school is 
working within a paradigm which sees pleasure as a problem and broadly 
places it at the animal end of the animal/human divide, around which 
much thinking within this broad tradition works. From this perspective, 
as in Kant, the autonomous reasoning moral subject needs to emancipate 
him- or herself from a slavery to the animal appetites, passions, and desires 
(it is for this reason that Kant distinguishes the pursuit of freedom from 
the pursuit of happiness) and thus emancipation involves a process of the 
construction of an emancipated identity. This is why, within this tradition, 
education plays such an important role. 

Achievement of such emancipation, and of the moral social life based 
upon it, is always seen as both difficult and fragile. Within a Hegelian pro- 
jection tradition, our socially constructed identities can be either good or 
bad, rational or irrational, and again as we shall see in Chapter 7, this is why 
art came to be seen as a privileged and morally and socially beneficial form 
of objectifkation. The alternative tradition saw the animal instincts and 
desires as broadly good and as subsequently corrupted or repressed by 
reason and society. The task then became not the control of pleasure by 
reason, but the liberation of desire from reason. Within this argument, as I 
am sure must be clear by now, I am firmly on reason's side. This is not to 
say that the need to discipline the passions has not been used throughout 
history as an excuse for, and a disguise of, attempts to maintain domina- 
tion and suppress not passions, but alternative and oppositional ways of 
moral life. Nor is it to deny the important role that the search for happiness 
plays in the search for justice. But it is to question whether all pleasures are 
'good', much less socially progressive, and whether the active pursuit of 
pleasure cannot be the basis for social control and manipulation as easily 
as for liberation. 

The key question at issue is the relation between the objects offered for 
consumption and the identities created by their appropriation. A theory 
which wishes to stress the autonomy or freedom of consumers has to 
argue, based often upon an arbitrary theory of representation, that the 
relationship is random. That production has no determinate influence 
whatsoever on consumption. But is such a view credible? If we come to 
know ourselves and at the same time create ourselves in the process of 
appropriation is there not likely to be a difference — I don't for the moment 
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wish to argue whether one or the other is better — between the human 
potentials realized in appropriating a political debate, a soap opera, an 
advertisement for Nike shoes, a novel, or a sports event To take one exam- 
ple, many scholars have cogendy argued that the book as a form enabled 
the development of individual, private, and domestic appropriation, 
which itself helped to develop both the Kantian Enlightenment view of 
humans as intellectually autonomous and the revaluation of the relation 
between the private and domestic and the public, between fiction and the 
feminine on the one hand and male and the political on the other. It is this 
view that forms of consumption are in complex ways embodied in differ- 
ent forms and institutions, and that they in their turn reinforce certain 
personal and social character traits, that is the rational core of McLuhans 
theories, which in their turn derive from studies of the ways in which the 
development of printing and reading and the shift from orality changed 
society and the individuals within it. If so much is granted then we also 
know that the production and distribution of cultural commodities, what 
is made available for consumption and to whom, is structured — and in- 
tentionally structured — in specific, determinate ways. If the connection to 
individual and group identity formation is granted, then how that power 
of structuring works and with what effects becomes a matter of legitimate 
interest. This is what Thompson has called 'the double-bind of mediated 
dependency'. 'While the availability of mcd ia products serves to enrich and 
accentuate the reflexive organisation of the self, at the same time it renders 
this reflexive organisation of the self increasingly dependent on systems 
over which the individual has relatively little control' (Thompson 1995: 
214). 

The Neo-classical Demand Model, Utilitarianism, 
and Needs 

Within the consumption perspective a key issue is the relationship 
between producers and consumers, or supply and demand. It is, I think 
ironic, that the consumption as freedom school, in its hasty desire to reject 
the producer model and its supposed economic determinism, in fact 
adopts uncritically central tenets of the neo-classical view of markets. The 
autonomous consumer or audience member is, in fact, the utilitarian 
pleasure-maxirnizer beloved of the neo-ckissicals. This model of the con- 
sumer has been criticized on a number of grounds within economics and 
within a philosophical critique of utilitarianism. First it is argued that it 
presents an unrealistic and narrow view of human nature which exagger- 
ates consumer rationality and the pursuit of individual interest at the 
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expense of the altruistic side of h uman motivation. It is an asocial view of 
consumption because the desires, wants, or utilities sought through con- 
sumption are seen as incommensurable. It does not allow for the compari- 
son of people's utilities or for so called externalities — the effect of one 
person's utility maximization on that of others. There have been in par- 
ticular two directions of critique which are of relevance to debates over 
media consumption. The first, pursued by Sen and others (Nussbaum and 
Sen 1993), is a move from a theory of consumption based upon con- 
sumers' desires to one based on needs. The argument put simply (for an 
expansion of the argument see Garnham 1999) opposes the notion of the 
incommensurability of consumer wants and argues that we can in fact 
agree socially on a range of basic needs, or what Sen calls capabilities, 
which any social system that aspires, as at some level all post-Enlighten- 
ment societies do, to a notion of equality should satisfy. Crucially, these 
may be needs or capabilities which at first the individual consumer or 
group of consumers does not recognize, if only because of the human 
propensity to make the best of a bad job, whether this is ideologically rein - 
forced within the given system of social domination or not. As I have 
argued elsewhere, this has major implications for how we think about 
media consumption because it allows us coherently to argue why certain 
ranges of cultural products should be made available even if, at least at 
first, no audience demands them. A classic case would be education. 

The second line of critique of neo-classical utilitarianism in consump- 
tion raises the question whether, in economists' terms, our wants are en- 
dogenous or exogenous. Neo-classical market theory assumes that wants 
are exogenous, that is to say they derive from somewhere outside the sys- 
tem of commodity consumption itself. Where they come from is a mys- 
tery. In some theories they would be basic, timeless attributes of human 
beings. But the crucial point is that for the model of consumer freedom to 
hold they must be exogenous. However, it is clear that consumer wants are 
to an important extent determined by the system of production and con- 
sumption itself. Thus, as Marx and many others have argued, what at any 
one time we take to be an acceptable standard of living and how therefore 
we define poverty is a historical and cultural variable. But more specifically 
the form of our desires will be shaped by what is actually available for con- 
sumption. Indeed the whole identity creation in consumption position 
depends upon the notion that our desires are formed and we come to 
know them in the process of consumption itself. In addition, of course, 
there are all the additional, explicit powers and effects of advertising and 
marketing which it is hardly credible to argue have no effect at all. In so far 
as one of the wants we satisfy in consumption is that of social sharing, or 
what is expressed in its reverse as the concept of relative deprivation, the 
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spread of a cultural practice or of a specific audience or consumption 
group may be self-reinforcing. There is a point at which, for instance, we 
need to consume television because most other people in our society do. 
Indeed it is upon this fact that the whole game of positional goods and 
status-based consumption is based (for a further discussion of this whole 
issue in relation to broadcasting policy see Pratten 1 998) . 
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No study of the media can bypass the complex and difficult questions 
posed by their content, by the symbolic forms they create and circulate. 
Their effects, whether of agency or structure, are worked, unavoidably, 
through the symbolic. This is one of the things that makes the mode of 
persuasion distinct from those of either production or coercion. Here the 
inducements and sanctions through which power works are and can only 
be symbolic. 


The Problem of the Symbolic 

Western culture, probably all cultures, has been troubled by the ✓ 
symbolic — what is the status and function of these strange, miraculous % 
entities that both .stand for other material realities and cause action at a 
distance? The dominant Semitic religious tradition of the West — Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam — places its central emphasis on the problem of in- 
terpreting the word of God through the book, a tradition which includes 
the dangers of knowledge expressed in the myth of the Fall and the eating 
of the fruit of the tree of knowledge, and which has built a tradition of 
hermeneutics and iconography around the 'now you see it now you donY, 
entangling, enticing, enthralling, but elusive nature of divine revelation 
presented to human eyes, as it must be, indirectly — direct vision would be 
blinding — through the veil of language. This ambivalence about the status 
. , of symbolic forms is beautifully captured in the ceramic traceries of Is- 

jrh r & lamic religious architecture where the spider's web, which was also the veil 
O^'-'VCc^ that saved the Prophet from his pursuers as he hid in a cave, and the cal- 
M 1 vJ 1 ^graphic representation of the word of God, intermingle to dazzling and 
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dizzying effect. This tradition in its turn has inspired one of the major 
strands of Western philosophy, feeding, via Thomism, on the one hand 
into modern scientific method itself and on the other into the general 
problem of hermeneutics within the human sciences. At the same time the 
metaphysical tradition stemming from Greek philosophy, having with 
Parmenides severed thought from being, the conceptual and rational from 
the sensual, has remained troubled by the relationship between the two. 
Plato's suspicion of the power of poetry and the potentially corrupting 
power of art which, in its appeal to the senses and emotions, was the siren 
song which distracted humans from the pursuit of truth, which lay hidden 
in the shadows of perception and direct experience, fed through to Kant's 
fear of the distorting effect of the Schwarmerei of fantasies on the neces- 
sary discipline of autonomous reason in its passage from intuitions to 
understanding or judgement, from feelings to the duties of the moral im- 
perative. This problem and this fear then in their turn both motivated and 
structured Kant's Critique of Judgement, from which so much contempo- 
rary aesthetic and cultural analysis still flows, and lies behind continuing 
debates about the relative merits of media genres such as news or enter- 
tainment, fears about dumbing down or the decline of educational stan- 
dards, and moral panics which readily compare the effect of the media to 
that of a drug. Indeed the whole debate between modernists and post- 
modernists is inscribed upon and across this distinction and this fear, each 
side reversing the evaluative terms of the debate, modernists supporting 
reason and truth against emotion and the aesthetic, the^ost-modernists 
vaunting the sensual, the particular, the aesthetic against what thev see as 
t he gener aiizin&ahsjx^ conceptual reason . 


In this chapter therefore I want to look at current debates about how we 
think about the symbolic level of social life and their implications for how 
we analyse and evaluate the symbolic forms that the media produce and 
circulate. But theories of the symbolic, or, as they are more generally 
called, theories of representation, also have central implications for social 
theory generally precisely because so much contemporary social theory, 
theories of a broadly discursive, hermeneutic, post-modern type, has not 
only pursued the so-called linguistic turn with enthusiasm, but in so doing 
has in general simply implicitly assumed that this turn is both desirable 
and well founded, without argument. Indeed as can be seen from much of 
the relevant literature, although it may claim to be anti-foundationalist 
and reject truth claims as merely the attempt to impose one particular lan- 
guage game upon another, it in fact accepts unquestioningly the truth of 
the particular linguistic and philosophical model upon which its turn is 
based, and deploys it as the unquestioned foundation for its theoretical 
arguments and for any social or political practice that may spring from 
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them. I want in this chapter to question this comfortable assumption, 
flowing as it does from deeply flawed theories of both culture and 
language. 

The Concept of Culture 

The use of the concept culture was designed to highlight two things. First, 
the intelligence of human agents; the fact that all human action is endowed 
with and motivated by meaning (although, as I have stressed, this tends to 
neglect the problem of the habitual and the non-conscious wellsprings of 
human action). Second, the role of sharedbelief systems, the mode of per- 
suasion, rather than the mode of production, as the foundation of society. 
It was mobilized as a challenge on the one hand to one version of the 
theory of ideology, to what were seen as overly deterministic, materialist 
accounts of social structure and process — particularly so-called econo- 
mistic Marxism in its base/superstructure form — and on the other to 
functionalist or behaviourist interpretations, in terms of effects, of the 
relation between symbol and action. 

As Gellner noted many years ago in a discussion of the irtfjuence of 
Wittgenstein, 

The sociological concept of culture (the nearest equivalent in public language to 
Wittgenstein's private notion of a 'form of Life*) is a kind of proto- concept, useful 
enough as a shorthand indication of a certain cluster of phenomena, but in noway 
precise enough to constitute, when used on its own, any kind of serious explana- 
tion of anything, it can cover anything from the shared assumptions of a small 
guild to the shared assumptions of all mankind (the looseness and pliability of this 
key explanatory concept of the whole system is not unconnected with its popular- 
ity). (Gellner 1985: 178) 

In short the problem with the use of culture as an analytical concept as 
it has developed within culture and media studies is that it has become en- 
tirely vacuous. If it refers to the meaning-endowed nature of all human 
action and all social structure then it cannot be used analytically to dis- 
criminate either between sets of actions or structures, for instance be- 
tween a television programme and a given state of the labour market, or 
between symbols and what symbols are used to represent or express. Cul- 
ture then designates everything and thus nothing. As Stuart Hall has ex- 
pressed this position, 'culture is involved in all those practices . . . which 
carry meaning and value for us, which need to be meaningfully inter- 
preted by others, or which depend on meaning for their effective opera- 
tion. Culture, in this sense, permeates all of society' (Hall 1997: 3). In this 
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anthropological form the concept culture was developed to study other 
cultures — to study societies that were not our own from the outside. Thus, 
if only implicitly, the concept did in fact have a notion of analytical dis- 
crimination built in from the start, the difference between them and us. 
While this distinction may have been used, again more often implicitly 
than explicitly, for evaluative purpose:* — their 'primitive' culture is being 
judged from the perspective of 'our' 'advanced' or 'developed' culture — its 
primary purpose was descriptive and explanatory — what exactly was the 
system of cultural norms and practices that distinguished this social group 
as a distinct social group, and why was it this way rather than another? And 
then perhaps also, does this particular cultural form fit into a wider tax- 
onomy of human cultural organization? Importantly also, the anthro- 
pologist's gaze was in general directed at, and developed in order to 
analyse, social formations that had not experienced the division of social 
labour in a highly developed and complex form — especially the creation 
of a specialized social realm for cultural production and circulation in its 
modern form. In short, to use Durkhetm's terminology, it was developed 
for and appropriate to the analysis of mechanical solidarity where it made 
some sense to think in terms of culture and society as coterminous, as a 
single form of life. Thus it was a concept ill fitted to deal with the analysis 
of culture from within, where the analyst was a participant within the lan- 
guage game and where the problem was not one of the analysis of a culture 
predefined as a social whole but of the relations between differentiated so- 
cial groups and cultural forms within a fragmented social formation 
within which both the existence and desirability of a common culture was 
in question and indeed where the survival of the social form itself could 
not be assumed. In making a critical analysis of such societies from within 
we need to be able to make two crucial distinctions. First, the whole eman- 
cipatory thrust of the Enlightenment project and of any social science 
worth its name depends on being able to make a distinction between a 
social practice and the meaning it has for the participants, such that the 
explanation of that practice is not exhausted by the accounts of the 
participant actors in the practice. It is often the case that we know why we 
are doing something but not what we are in fact doing. We need therefore 
to have a conceptual apparatus that enables us to distinguish between 
social structures and actions on the one hand and the meanings they have 
on the other. But, second, we also need to be able to distinguish between 
the meanings embedded in and borne by practices but which are not 
coded, on the one hand, and meanings which are coded into symbolic 
forms and created and circulated in that form on the other. Both are 
covered by the term culture but the difference between them is crucial. 
In short we need to distinguish between culture as describing a set 
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of meanings and values circulating within a society and other social 
processes and relations, with which they may be implicated but from 
which they can be distinguished. We also need to be able to distinguish be- 
tween different specific sets of social practices involving the use of sym- 
bolic forms in order to ask why and how humans use symbolic forms, for 
what purposes and with what effects. The concept of culture which has 
come to dominate much of the social and human sciences does neither. It 
is also the case that it is often used, in just the way that art has been used, to 
smuggle in an evaluative judgement, something which this use of culture 
is supposedly designed to supersede. That is to say, to use the term culture 
is too often also to make a claim for the ethical, political, or human superi- 
ority of this approach as opposed to that of those who study, say, econom- 
ics or social structure. 

Theories of Language 

Within the so-called linguistic turn a particular model of language has 
been used in the same way and with the same effect Since inter-subjective 
systems of communication or media, in particular language, are indis- 
pensable tools of reflexivity, it is hardly surprising if disputes about the na- 
ture and function of such systems of communication lie at the heart of 
social science and of the debate about modernity that increasingly domi- 
nates that field of intellectual enquiry. 

I will take one very influential recent example to illustrate the ways in 
which the use of a very partial and flawed theory of language blocks the 
possibility of, indeed attempts to render illegitimate, a range of necessary 
evaluations. But I think the example is representative of a widespread or- 
thodoxy within cultural and media studies. In Theories of Representation 
( 1 997), Hall starts by arguing that we can have three possible approaches 
to the analysis of the role of symbolic forms or language — the reflective, 
the intentional, or the socially constructed. He then argues, on the basis of 
the Saussurean model of language, that language is both arbitrary in rela- 
tion to what it represents and at the same time socially constructed and 
determining on the individual language- user, because you cannot have a 
private language and because the language we use pre-exists us. It is pre- 
formed and already shared by a pre-existing community of language-users 
into which we are born or into which we later move by learning that lan- 
guage. But Hall then goes on to argue that this means that both the reflec- 
tive and intentional theories of language are untenable. The problem is 
that this is simply not true. Let us take first the question of arbitrariness. 
While it is clearly the case, as can easily be demonstrated by comparing two 
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languages, that any word in a language has a purely arbitrary relation to its 
referent, in terms of the language in social use the relationship is not arbi- 
trary at ail. If I point to a woody, leafy object growing in a field and say 
'boot' any modestly competent English speaker knows I am wrong and 
that I am not conveying the meaning intended. Indeed it is precisely for 
this reason that Wittgenstein argued that meaning lies in social usage. 
Thus the mimetic power of symbol systems is established and constantly 
reanchored in social use. A symbol system can be mimetic so long as it con- 
tinues to work mimeticaily, and thus the question within a given language 
community as to whether a given discourse represents the truth, at least 
according to the criteria of truth in its mimetic, reflective sense established 
by that community, is a perfectly proper and socially answerable one. 
Whether this truth can be translated between languages and language 
communities is a different and more difficult question, but one which in 
my view is also subject to an affirmative answer. Thus one of the socially 
constructed functions of language is to reflect true representations of 
other realities. As Habermas puts it in his critique of Derrida, 'Linguisti- 
cally mediated processes such as the acquisition of knowledge, the trans- 
mission of culture, the formation of personal identity, and socialisation 
and social integration, involve mastering problems posed by the world: the 
independence of learning processes that Derrida cannot acknowledge 
is due to the independent logics of these problems and the linguistic 
medium tailored to deal with them' (Habermas 1987: 205). Indeed were 
this not possible it would not just be the translatability between language 
games that would be at issue but the very possibility of interpersonal 
communication and thus the developed forms of collaborative and co- 
ordinated social interaction we call societies. When we talk to someone 
else, or communicate with them through other symbol systems, we as- 
sume, with good warrant in the accumulated experience of human cul- 
ture, that we are transferring a meaning with relative accuracy such that we 
can share it. Without that ability we would be trapped within our private 
worlds. This for me is an image of hell, and certainly no recipe for any sus- 
tained social life, but it appears in much post-modern writing, with its 
worship of the inexpressible sublime and difference, as the Utopia to be ac- 
tively sought beyond 'power' 

However, the major problem with the reflective theory of language 
arises in situations, which are increasingly common, where the 'reality' is 
itself discursively constructed — there is thus either no available external 
reality to point to as a test (in Kant's terms no intuition outside the sym- 
bolic system), or the 'reality' referred to is not open to the independent wit- 
ness of the receiver of the linguistic exchange or message. If I have never 
seen and can never see a tree I clearly have no means of knowing whether 
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the mimetic effect is true or false. But nonetheless we do have socially ac- 
ceptable and indeed accepted tests for deciding adequately whether say a 
news item adequately represents the truth it purports to represent. More- 
over, news as a form would cease to exist if this were not the case. Once you 
reject in principle the possibility of language in particular, and symbol sys- 
tems more generally, reflecting or accurately portraying a reality external 
to the symbol system itself, you are rapidly led to the position of a media 
theorist like Baudrillard, who argues that there is no longer any such thing 
as reality and thus we cannot say that the Gulf War really took place. We are 
faced here, of course, with a more general epistemological point that ap- 
plies to all truth claims, whether in physics or sociology. The socially es- 
tablished rules for the social acceptance of the warrant to truthfulness will 
be different in each sub-field, or 'game' if one chooses to use that vocabu- 
lary, but in social evolutionary terms the game will only continue to be 
played, in cases where such a warrant is important, so long as it continues 
to work, just as scientific theories can be said to be true so long as planes 
continue to fly and radio transmitters to send messages. Thus languages 
can and do work mimetically so long as it is socially necessary for them so 
to do. Thus reflection and social construction theories of language are not 
mutually incompatible, as Hall and others seem to think, since adequate 
mimesis is itself created by and grounded in social practice. 

The same can be said of intentionality. Here we need to distinguish two 
issues. There are two grounds for the attack on intentionality. On the one 
hand the failure of intentionality is seen as stemming from the source 
of the discourse, on the other it is sought in the nature of discourse itself 
and its undetermined relation to both what it represents and how it is 
interpreted. 

If discourses are socially constructed does that mean that they speak 
their subjects and that thus there is no room for authorial intentionality? 
Is our phenomenological experience of intentionality merely an illusion, 
since what we can think and say is in a strong sense predetermined by the 
discursive order, or what Foucault called a regime of truth, in which we 
find ourselves? Thus is it society that speaks through us, not a founding 
Cartesian cogito which speaks using language as a tool? Is the failure of in- 
tentionality located at the source of the utterance? This is of absolutely 
central importance because Kant, and thus the whole theoretical and po- 
litical tradition that stems from him, based the very idea of autonomous 
reason, defined as purposive rationality, or the margin, however small, for 
the exercise of free will, and thus of emancipation, upon the grounding 
phenomenological experience of intentionality within self-consciousness 
itself (see Bowie 1990). 

Thus our view of the nature and possible reach of intentionality will rest 
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in part on our theory of the nature of the individual subject — a problem 
encapsulated in the term identity. Thus a different attack on intentionality 
arises from an attack on the coherent subject as a source of discourse, 
rather than as continually formed and reformed in and between dis- 
courses. I would want to argue that any theory of human agency which 
wishes to avoid total determinism must retain a space for intentionality, 
that there is a subject, sufficiently stable through time and internally uni- 
fied, to serve as the foundation for a relatively conscious relation with both 
the world and discourse, and thus able to form discourse with the inten- 
tion of (a) conveying one meaning rather than another, and (b) having a 
specific effect as a result of that discourse. And as with mimesis, the exis- 
tence and success of intentionality are demonstrated in practice. This does 
not mean that all discourse is intentional or that all intentions are realized. 
It does mean that when language, or other discursive forms, is used inten- 
tionally that intention is realized sufficiently frequently to socially confirm 
the possibility of intentional communication. Indeed if that were not the 
case it would once again be difficult to explain how intelligent agents sus- 
tain socially collaborative actions at all. It would certainly be difficult to ex- 
plain why those who control or work in the media do what they do rather 
than something else. It would be impossible to criticize their actions, there 
being no responsibility without intentionality. 

On the other hand the failure, the impossibility, of intentionality can 
be located in the necessarily ambiguous, incomplete, constantly slip- 
ping relationship between language and meaning such that what we can 
variously think of as reception, decoding, or interpretation is radically 
arbitrary. Whatever meaning we intend to convey is inevitably so garbled 
in transmission that it bears little or no relation to the meaning actually 
conveyed. 

Again no mediating system is perfectly transparent. That is clear. It is 
also clear that any discourse we employ is a constant social process in con- 
struction. We are indeed born into pre-existing cultural traditions, con- 
ceptual schema, and so on. As in other realms we construct our discourse, 
but not in conditions of our own making. However, those conventions are 
resources out of which we construct the infinite variability of paroles. This 
has two implications. First, the structure does not determine the individ- 
ual specificity of each utterance, and the adequacy of the relation between 
intended meaning transmitted and meaning actually received is con- 
stantly tested and adjusted within the process of linguistic communica- 
tion itself such that two humans can agree that they share, if not absolutely, 
at least adequately, a meaning, although this agreement is always provi- 
sional since the meaning is always open to revision in the light of further 
utterances. Second, each use of a language has the potential to change the 
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conventions themselves. Indeed that is what many theorists would argue is 
one of the functions and effects of the 'artistic' use of language. 

Far be it from me to exaggerate the role of individual intentionality in 
the creation and circulation of meaning in society. But we should note in 
passing that it is difficult to reconcile an emancipatory theory of difference 
with such a socially determinist position and that post-modern cultural 
theory attempts to combine two incompatibles — a reflection theory of 
identity such that identity and thus intentionality is never formed or fixed 
within the endless mirror process of signifiers, and a theory of vitalism 
drawn from Schopenhauer via Nietzsche, whereby it is Dionysian nature, 
and the will to power that it excretes, that drives and explains human iden- 
tity as projection, a drive that can never be captured or corralled within 
language or indeed conceptual thought. 

This debate is important because it is upon the ground of these theories 
of culture and language that contemporary theory of a post-modern type 
mounts its challenge. Questions of evaluative judgement in relation to 
either the truth, justice, or beauty of symbolic forms are all rendered 
non-questions with a wave of the post-modernist wand. In particular the 
linguistic and cultural turn taken by structuralist and post-structuralist 
social theory has posed a relativist challenge to evaluation which now lies 
at the heart of debates about the social function and the power effects of 
the symbolic. 


Evaluation and Function 

The attempt to distinguish between good, bad and indifferent work in specific 
practices is, when made in full seriousness and without the presumption of privi- 
leged classes and habits, an indispensable element of the central process of con- 
scious human production (Raymond Williams, quoted in Hoggart 1 995: 83) 

In the dominant intellectual, political, and cultural climate views such as 
those of Williams are deeply unfashionable, as is the conviction he ex- 
pressed in The Long Revolution and held throughout his life that inherited 
artistic traditions, what are sometimes referred to, usually now derogato- 
rily, as the canon or heritage, were repositories of human wisdom which 
we ignored at our peril. The works could not be simply dismissed on the 
grounds that they were the ideological product of a dominant class or 
gender or race, nor could their appreciation be dismissed as necessarily 
elitist, patriarchal, or ethnocentric Indeed Williams's effort throughout 
his career was to widen rather than to narrow the range of work to be eval- 
uated and the social access to that work and that evaluative process. 
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This chapter is, therefore, centrally about the problem of aesthetic 
evaluation. It focuses on the question of whether we can make evaluative 
judgements of media content which are more than the expression of our 
personal taste. In the current relativist and individualist intellectual 
climate there is widespread discomfort with such evaluative judgement 
whether as to truth and falsity, right and wrong, or beauty and ugliness. 
The question we face, following the cultural and post-modern turn in the 
social and human sciences, is whether these judgements can be anything 
other than the determined and historically constructed expression of a 
social position or of a distinct way of life. 

In practice the exercise of evaluative judgement is unavoidable. We 
make such judgements every day within the various roles we fulfil. Cul- 
tural consumers make judgements between symbolic forms as the basis of 
their present and future choices. Producers make judgements as they are 
faced with the choices involved in deciding what to make and how to make 
it. Policy-makers, politicians, and citizens make judgements in their 
assessment of the performance of media institutions. Academics make 
judgements when deciding what books to recommend to students. Stu- 
dents make judgements when deciding what, where, and with whom to 
study. The question, therefore, is not whether we should or do make such 
evaluative judgements, but the criteria against which such judgements are 
made and validated. When we say of a television programme, a piece of 
music, a book, or a painting that it is good or bad, or better or worse than 
another example, what do we mean, and to what extent can such criteria 
and such judgements have force for anyone but ourselves? Above all at pre- 
sent this question is raised in terms of the relative value of so-called high as 
opposed to popular culture, in terms of the supposed elitism involved in 
intellectuals passing any critical judgement on the cultural tastes or activ- 
ities of anyone else and in terms of the ethnocentrism of cross-cultural 
evaluations. It finds expression in differing approaches to media, cultural, 
and educational policy. For instance, this issue of cultural value judge- 
ments has been central to debates in the United States about political cor- 
rectness and the content of the curriculum. It is also the ground for the 
debate over the legitimacy and future development of media and cultural 
studies within British higher education, where politicians, journalists, and 
their allies in academia, many of whom should and probably do know 
better, argue that the novels of Jane Austen are a proper object of univer- 
sity study while soap operas are not. 

All evaluation rests upon a prior definition of function. How well we 
judge something is being done depends upon what we think is being done. 
To judge a novel against the same standards of truth or falsity as a news 
story or to apply the same standards of ethical judgement' to an action and 
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to a statement about an action is to commit what philosophers would call 
a category error. It is thus a mistake to look for a single function, whether 
we call it art or communication, or a single standard of evaluation. Dif- 
ferent forms of communication may have been endowed with different 
human intentions or have different functions, whether intentional or not 
For instance they may be designed to tell others about a state of the world, 
to convey a truth. They may be designed instrumentally — to achieve a 
given action at a distance — an order or instruction. They may be designed 
to create and/or reinforce a group identity, Le. their function may be pri- 
marily phatic. They may be designed and used for self-expression — to 
convey inner truth but at the same time to help people understand by pro- 
jection who they are. They may be designed for pleasure. In each case the 
ways in which they work and judgements about how well or badly they 
work will be different. For instance, just because messages/symbolic forms 
maybe distributed on the same media system — by broadcast television for 
instance — does not mean that they have the same function and should be 
judged by the same standards. From this perspective genre plays an im- 
portant role in the evaluative process; news is not the same as drama, edu- 
cation is not the same as entertainment. Evaluative arguments are often in 
fact questions of genre confusion. Should docu-soaps be judged, and are 
they in fact judged by their audience, by the truth standards of documen- 
taries or the dramatic and narrative standards of dramatic fiction? Do 
newspapers fulfil a primarily political or entertainment function? 
Arguments over tabloidization or 'dumbing down' revolve around this 
definitional issue. 

In relation to all these possible types of evaluative judgement two 
further questions are raised. First, to what extent are these judgements 
socially constructed; i.e. can we explain either the similarity or variance 
between such judgements in terms of other social factors such as class, and 
if so does that in feet mean that evaluative judgements are merely the ex- 
pression of, or post hoc rationalization of, a given pattern of cultural con- 
sumption and the pleasures or other benefits to be derived from them? 
This is the sociological version of degustibus non disputandum est. Second, 
are evaluative judgements, and any attempt to justify them as anything 
more than personal taste, really expressions of social interest and exercises 
of what Bourdieu calls symbolic violence, i.e. the mobilization of evalua- 
tive power within a wider hegemonic struggle between social interest 
groups? Here a crucial issue, as we saw in Chapter 5, has been whether the 
kind of exercise in which I am engaged in this chapter, indeed in this book, 
can be more generally socially and philosophically legitimated or is merely 
the attempt of an intellectual to exploit and at the same time reinforce the 
advantages to be gained from his membership of a social group possessing 
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high levels of cultural capital and the power to impose their evaluations on 
others. 

The Sociology of Art 

The roots of the contemporary sociological, social constructivist ap- 
proach to art and its critique of evaluation can be traced back to Hegel's 
critique of what he saw as Kant's excessively individualist and asocial 
conception of the judging subject. This led Hegel to stress sociability at the 
expense of the unsocial, and to focus on the problem of what he called Sit- 
tlichkeit, that set of social norms or customs that made, he argued, the so- 
cial possible. The problem within Hegelian praxis theory, from the point 
of view of the problem that Hegel took over from Kant of creating a viable 
human community out of rational reflexive subjects, was that the forms 
of creative projection and objectification that praxis philosophy posited 
could not be guaranteed to produce social unity. It is for this reason that 
some have seen Hegel's later thought as increasingly socially conservative. 
In response to this problem he stressed the ways in which general struc- 
tures of thought and their objectification in symbolic and institutional 
forms expressed and therefore at the same time created greater' social ra- 
tionality, or rather the concordance of the social with the rational. Within 
this line of thought Hegel saw art as the new religion, or as it became more 
generally known within this philosophical tradition/the new mythology'. 
There is not space here to go into the complex debate within the philo- 
sophical discourse of modern ity about the need or possibility of creating a 
new mythology or a new religion as the necessary medium of social bond- 
ing out of the shards of a destroyed doxa and the principled refusal of 
dogmatic theology; its relation to an analysts of the art and mythology of 
classical Greece and the resulting mobilization, most famously in the work 
of Nietzsche, of the contrast between Dionysus and Apollo. This has been 
well done by Bowie and Hawthorn among others, and is the subject for a 
thesis in its own right. Suffice it to say here that the arguments that post- 
modernists think so novel go back to the very beginning of modern En- 
lightenment thought, and the problems it raises are genuinely difficult 
both philosophically and sociologically and cannot be resolved by the fiat 
of excoriating the subjectification of Being' or logocentrism, as so many 
contemporary cultural theorists seem to think. What can be said is that it 
reveals a complex relation to the question of tradition and its value and 
that, although in the end Hegel proclaimed the death of art in the face of 
the superior power of philosophy, his aesthetics was the foundation and 
remains the fount of all sociologies of art. In its historical development his 
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theory of art as an expression of society and its development was com- 
bined first with Herder's theorization of culture, and in particular the 
symbolic form of language, as the expression of a distinct people or Volk 
and its way of life, and then with Durkheim's development of Kant's 
notion of a priori categories of thought, as the necessary basis for thinking 
as such, into a concept of the a priori categories as the symbolic expression 
of pre-existing social bonds transmitted not explicitly but via ritual rein- 
forcement. Here the conscience collective that ensures social co- 
ordination and the reproducibility of a viable social whole is not the prod- 
uct of purposive interaction, nor is it a reflective construct of either pure 
or practical reason. It is the projection of the social structure itself. From 
such a perspective all value judgements are internal to the categories of 
thought of a given culture or society and cannot therefore be criticized ei- 
ther from within or from without. Truth and falsehood or any question of 
the variable relation between symbolic forms and the structures of social 
power within the society are by definition ruled out of court. They cannot 
be thought within this paradigm. This is the problem and the paradigm 
now underlying much that passes for cultural theory and is one warrant 
for the flight from evaluation. The tensions and difficulties, indeed in 
the end the insurmountable problems, that arise from trying to combine 
this position with an ideology critique derived from Marxism's develop- 
ment of Hegelian praxis theory, as in their various ways many post- 
modern theorists now try to do, by combining an apparent ideology cri- 
tique of signifying practice or discourse in the service of power, while at 
the same time arguing from within a Durkheimian, Herderian theory of 
culture and conscience collective as socially determined and determining, 
is clear in the work of Bourdieu, perhaps the most heroic, intelligent, and 
theoretically aware attempt to combine the two traditions. It is these ten- 
sions and difficulties that are continually in play in the contemporary 
analysis and evaluation of the symbolic forms which the media produce 
and circulate. 

Modernity and the Specialization of 
the Aesthetic Sphere 

The questions that the analysis of symbolic forms still poses for us were 
handed down to us from the Enlightenment in two ways. First the process 
of modernization, as Weber and Cassirer argued, institutionally split off 
the world of art from other social practices as part of the general process of 
social specialization. Second, in parallel with this social development, En- 
lightenment philosophy, especially in the work of Kant, created aesthetics 
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as a specific mode of cognition and evaluation. The social specialization 
was mirrored by epistemoiogical specialization. Thus was created both the 
set of problems in sociology and aesthetics with which we have still to deal 
and at the same time the set of conceptual tools for thinking about those 
problems, including the very concepts of art and of aesthetics, with which, 
however uneasily as I will show, we now work. It is this double movement 
that, for the case of Britain, Williams examines in Culture and Society and 
The Long Revolution; 'The attempt to distinguish "art" from other, often 
closely related, practices is a quite extraordinarily important historicaiand 
social process, the attempt to distinguish "aesthetic" from other kinds of 
attention and response is, as a historical and social process, perhaps even 
more important' (Williams 1981: 126). 

The process of specialization then in its turn created a specialist social 
group and associated institutions — artists, critics, galleries, museums, 
etc. — whose job and interest it was, as sociologists such as Becker ( 1982} 
and Bourdieu (1984, 1993, 1996) have analysed, to create the self-sustain- 
ing worlds of practices and values, and an associated public that Becker 
calls 'art worlds' and Bourdieu 'artistic fields' This in its turn has led to the 
whole tradition of the sociology of art which attempts to explain the 
creation and evaluation of art in social and historical terms. It is this hts- 
toricist and social constructivist tradition of sociology that has dominated 
recent thinking about the symbolic, and which continually calls into ques- 
tion the process of evaluation. The knowledge that this work has produced 
is real and valuable and its challenge to evaluation has to be faced. What, 
then, are its main propositions? Here I will take the work of Bourdieu as 
the type case, although by no means ail sociologists of art would support 
ail parts of his theory. 

Ail sociology is a process of demystification, the unveiling of the 'truth' 
behind the taken for granted of everyday social existence. The historical 
sociology of art thus demystifies and in so doing tends to relativize evalu- 
ation on four grounds. First it shows how distinctions between realms of 
symbolic production, consumption, and their associated value regimes 
have been historically and socially created such that the evaluative dis- 
tinctions that are widely used in our society and which underpin, in a 
taken-for-granted way, much evaluative debate, between art and science, 
between high art and popular art, between art and craft, between literature 
and other forms of writing, and so on, can be shown to vary historically 
and cross-culturally. It thus challenges the idea, central to a range of cul- 
tural evaluation, of the autonomy of the aesthetic, that there is a special 
realm of art which is the repository of either universal or superior human 
values against which various cultural and social practices can be judged. It 
is important to stress that this challenge can work both ways. It challenges 
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the idea not just of the specificity and autonomy of art, but also of the 
specificity and autonomy of science and thus lays the ground for the post- 
modern challenge that all our relations with the world are in some sense 
aesthetic and our cognitions in some sense fictions. 

Secondly it shows how within each specialized field the producers and 
consumers of art (or indeed science) are involved in the creation precisely 
of what Bourdieu calls fields, that is to say socially bounded sets of power 
relations which constitute interpretative communities and associated 
value regimes. The crucial point here is that these fields are historically and 
socially contingent and variable. Central here is the demonstration of the 
ways in which the division between High Art and Popular Culture, as both 
a division of publics and those producing for them and a division of value 
regimes, was created and of the role played in this division and these rela- 
tive evaluations of the relation to the economic. It thus claims to show that 
criteria for evaluation are socially produced and socially variable and on 
that basis tends to argue that they are therefore arbitrary. That all one can 
say about an evaluation is that it is an evaluation appropriate to that value 
regime and that products, audiences, and valuations are produced by a 
mutually reinforcing process within the field. As I will try to show, this is 
not. in my view, a necessary consequence. 

Third, it demonstrates the indubitable historical fact of shifting tastes 
even within such fields. It may also try and explain those shifts, whether in 
terms of the internal dynamics of the field through a constant stiuggle for 
distinction and thus a necessary and perpetual process of differentiation, 
or in terms of external social determinants. 

Fourth, in some versions, of which Bourdieus is the most notable ex- 
ample, it then goes on to argue that society itself can be seen as a field and 
a value regime within which the practice of evaluation works always and 
exclusively ideologically. The criteria for the relative evaluation of cultural 
products and the consumption practices of different classes, in particular 
in Bourdieus case the aesthetic criteria stemming from Kant of high art as 
a repository of superior values, especially those of disinterestedness in 
respect of other social and economic interests and of separation from 
gross, immediate and short-term gratification and the pleasures of the 
flesh, work at the same time to reinforce the social inferiority of the dom- 
inated classes by condemning their cultural tastes and practices as the 
product of their lack of intelligence, sensibility, even moral worth, while at 
the same time defending the privileges of intellectuals as the monopoliz- 
ers of these legitimate evaluations. 

Now there is no question in my view that this general approach gives 
us real knowledge and that any defence of evaluative criteria as anything 
other than the expression of a contingent and arbitrary personal taste or 
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the ideological expression of a social position and interest has to meet its 
challenge. 

This can be done on the following grounds. The social constructivist 
approach tends to collapse art and its evaluation too easily into ideology in 
three ways. First, by allying itself with the structural linguistic approach, it 
neglects the mimetic function of symbolic forms and thus their evaluation 
on that basis. One function that art works may have is to tell us 'truths' 
about the world, even if those truths are carried in 'fictional' form. Thus we 
might want to defend an evaluation that criticized a work on the basis of 
the accuracy of its portrayal of some aspect or other of life. And this is true 
not just of overtly factual genres such as news or documentaries but of a 
narrative fiction which it may be perfectly appropriate to evaluate on the 
basis of the realism or lack of realism of its portrayal of either character, so- 
cial milieu, patterns of motivation, plot outcomes, and so on. The crucial 
point is that we make such judgements all the time and the criteria are 
neither socially arbitrary nor purely internal to the interpretative com- 
munity, unless that community is defined as all human beings. The claims 
are tested against evidence from outside the specific field of art. Indeed 
the continuing problem that the non-mimetic aspects of art have raised 
would not exist unless we could make and operationalize these 
distinctions. 

Secondly, by focusing on shifting tastes and regimes of value it 
avoids the question of what makes types of symbolic form or cultural 
practice special and why humans invest time and effort in either their pro- 
duction or consumption. In describing the historical process of the spe- 
cialization of spheres and shifts of taste, it does not explain why across this 
historical process humans have continued to produce a range of forms and 
genres, paintings, sculpture, drama, architectural styles, and so on, which 
have no obvious and immediate social purpose, but which persist across 
the historical and cultural record. As Hennion puts it in a discussion of 
Haskell's work on the shifting evaluation of classical sculpture, 'the stabil- 
isation of objects is as difficult to explain as the variation in the categories 
of their appreciation* ( 1995: 254). Thus it may be that as to both practices 
and criteria of evaluation there is more constancy in the social and histor- 
ical record than social constructivism allows for. There may be genres, 
objects, practices, and modes of evaluation that in Hume's words 'have 
survived all the caprices of modeand fashion, all the mistakes of ignorance 
and envy'. 

Third, by seeing taste and its evaluation as both arbitrary and as the so- 
cially constructed outcome of symbolic struggle it foils to explain what 
motivates this process and thus neglects the crucial question of aesthetic 
pleasure. As we have seen, the culturalist approach sees all social life from 
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the perspective of a struggle over meaning. In Bourdieu's case and those of 
his epigones, even those like Frow, who criticize him for his continuing 
attachment to class as the major organizing concept around which these 
struggles are waged, this is combined with a Weberian status competition 
position and a Durkheimian position whereby the struggle is not over spe- 
cific meanings but over the systems of basic categories of thought which 
determine the distinctions which, in their turn, are mobilized to legitimate 
social stratification. In Bourdieu's case social location is determining in 
the sense that it is through the habitus that these categories are internal- 
ized in relation to dispositions and competencies which govern the ways in 
which these categories are operationalized. Now what such an approach 
does, and has to do by definition, is leave out of account any concrete 
specificity tosocial practices themselves, since they are only used as neces- 
sarily arbitrary differential social markers within the overall system of so- 
cially produced categories. Within such an analytical schema any practice 
is as good as any other for the ideological purpose of carrying the work of 
social classification and acting as a field for status competition. Thus it can 
explain how both practices, in the case under consideration art and evalu- 
ative schema, in this case Kantian aesthetics, are used, but not why they 
come into existence in the actual form they did in the first place, nor why 
these particular practices and schema of evaluation should be used rather 
than any others. Or rather in Bourdieu it is precisely because art has a com- 
pletely arbitrary relation to 'reality' that it is so powerful in its ideological 
use. What none of this allows for is the apparent fact that people gain spe- 
cific pleasures, or however you want to describe the use value of aesthetic 
consumption, of some sort or another from the aesthetic or from symbolic 
forms that are different from those they gain from other forms of social 
practice. The difficulty in fact of maintaining Bourdieu's sociological per- 
spective on the arbitrariness of cultural distinctions is demonstrated in his 
own work, where an implicit, but quite strong and clear, positive evalua- 
tion of popular taste and a corresponding negative evaluation of bour- 
geois taste are continually invoked. 

These possible objections to Bourdieu's position allow us to turn back 
to Kant in order to re-examine the arguments not just for the autonomy 
of art and of aesthetic judgement but for the positive social value of such 
autonomy. 

Aesthetic Value 

'The sociology of art has in some ways exceeded its own brief, in so far as it 
fails to account for the "aesthetic" Indeed the central theme of this book is 
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the irreducibility of "aesthetic value" to social, political or ideological 
co-ordinates' (Wolff 1993: 11). As Wolff argues in her succinct and in- 
sightful analysis of the field, the sociology of art fails to explain 'why par- 
ticular ideological texts should afford aesthetic gratification. 'The critique 
of art as ideology seems to have resulted in the disappearance of art as 
anything but ideology and there are many reasons why this will not do" 
(1993:23). 

One way of resisting this reduction of the aesthetic to the social and of 
aesthetic judgements to the ideological is to return to the Kantian argu- 
ments for the autonomy of the aesthetic and for the positive political 
and moral evaluation of art as both a mode of cognition and a practice 
that stems from them. Kant's concern with the aesthetic stems from his 
concern with the imagination. (In the following section I am indebted to 
Bowie.) The problem was that human reason and moral consciousness 
was based upon the faculty of imagination. It was imagination which both 
created a preliminary ordering out of the chaos of the immediate impres- 
sions of the senses with which reason could then work and which created, 
as part of the intentionality upon which human moral being was based, 
worlds which did not yet exist. Thus imagination was the essential human 
faculty, but, as well as the possibility of moral intentionality and the 
projection of alternative future courses of action it also created the danger 
of misleading fantasy. The category of autonomous, 'disinterested' art was 
created to deal with this problem. Art was the exercise of the 'free' imagi- 
nation. This had two opposed implications. On the one hand it was a mode 
of cognition that bridged the sensual and rational sides of humans. It 
was thus an activity within which one could gain access to, and thus ex- 
press or produce knowledge of, those sides of self-consciousness that were 
both the basis for, and at the same time not accessible to, reason. On the 
other hand it was also an activity that enabled humans to escape from 
the constraints of the world of necessity and the interests derived from it 
and to embody alternative moral worlds within which the categorical im- 
perative could be given free rein and happiness and virtue could be com- 
bined. As Schiller wrote, 'Only the communication of the beautiful unites 
society because it relates to what is common to them all' (quoted in Bowie 
1990: 13). 

From this position there then developed two different theories of the 
value of the autonomy of art. The first, via German Romanticism, argued 
for the value of art on the grounds of its resistance to rationality and thus 
as a refuge against the disenchanting effects of the Dialectic of Enlighten- 
ment. Stressing the relation between aesthetic pleasure and the sensual, art 
was seen as an expression of the particular rather than the universal of sci- 
entific thought and as an expression of the endless uncontrollable creative 
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plurality of life forms. That strand of thought then developed into the 
vitalism of Nietzsche's will to power, whereby all human activity should 
be judged by aesthetic standards. 

On the other hand, when combined with Hegel's praxis, projection the- 
ory of the formation of human subjectivity, and the search for a new 
mythology, art was seen as a realm of moral education and as a realm 
within which the possibilities of social emancipation could be experienced 
and thus held open, if only as a Utopian possibility. Hegel argued that 
human subjects came to know themselves and the natural and social world 
through purposive interaction with those worlds — the process that came, 
within Marx's development of Hegel's thought, to be known as labour. 
Within this theory of praxis symbolic forms are seen as an objectification 
and projection of this interaction between subjects and the worlds of na- 
ture and of other humans, an interaction within which individuals and so- 
cieties came to know themselves by creating themselves and a necessarily 
shared social reality. This is a view that informs, for instance, the aesthetic 
analysis of Lukacs. For our purposes such a theory was then linked to the- 
ories of social interest and struggle to develop within the Marxist tradition 
a theory of ideology based upon the alienation of labour, such that hu- 
mans could no longer recognize themselves and therefore their interests in 
the symbolic objectifications they produced. This then developed into a 
theory of art, most notably with the Frankfurt School and especially 
Adorno, which combined the praxis approach with the resistance to 
disenchantment and instrumental rationality of Romanticism. The 
Frankfurt School argued that the value of true art lay in its unalienated 
conditions of production, and therefore in its possibilities as a true and 
non-reified and Utopian objectification of human possibility. It developed 
a critique of the culture industry and its products as ideological because 
producing alienated art and shaping, through these objectifications, alien- 
ated humans unaware of their own best possibilities. The point I would 
wish to stress here is that it is beside the point to criticize this approach, 
as is now orthodox in cultural and media theory, as elitist. It is a critique 
based upon a theory of commodity fetishism and simply has nothing to 
do, one way or the other, with elitism and the class basis of art As Bowie 
has admirably analysed, it is a position which bases its arguments for 
the need for autonomous art on a historically grounded philosophical de- 
bate not about class, but about the nature of self-consciousness, a self- 
consciousness which must of necessity be the ground for autonomous ra- 
tional action. Based upon Kant's analysis of the sublime as an expression of 
the Unsayable, or the truth of the sensual particularity of our experience of 
o urselves and nature which cannot be captured in the generalizing and ab- 
stracting moves of conceptual thought and its categories, and upon later 
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German idealist and Romantic developments out of it, it argues for the ne- 
cessity of autonomous aesthetic production as refusing and resisting any 
ultimate collapse of the individual into the social, or the particular into the 
general, or the sensual into the rational, and thus dialectically keeps open 
the possibility, if only asa Utopian hope, of a viable, non-dominative com- 
munity of free, autonomous, rational persons. In spite of Bourdieu's at- 
tempts to reduce this whole tradition of aesthetic thought to the status of 
ideology, the case it makes for the role of art and of aesthetic pleasure as 
not reducible to the ideological, and of their specificity and autonomy as 
not the veil for power, but carriers of the combined emancipatory possi- 
bilities of both happiness (identity formation) and virtue (a morally ac- 
ceptable social world), needs to be taken seriously. 

It is this general position, which underpins an ethical approach to the 
validation of symbolic forms, to which I now tum. 

Art as Moral Education 

Such an approach has close affinities with another deeply unfashionable 
approach to the evaluation of symbolic forms as sites of moral education. 
Kant had written of art 'as the visible expression of moral ideas' and Hegel 
that man (sic) 'enjoys in the shape of things an external realisation of him- 
self Such an approach derives initially from the Greeks, but was expressed 
most forcefully in the modern era by Schiller, who argued that works of 
art provided a site for human play His notion of play was deeply serious. 
What he meant was that the very separation of art from life, but at the same 
time its ability to produce lifelike fictions, enabled humans to use art as a 
means of working out life experiments. 'Art arouses a middle disposition, 
in which our nature is constrained neither physically nor morally and 
yet is active both ways' (quoted in Habermas 1987: 48). 'In the middle of 
the awful realm of powers and of the sacred realm of laws, the aesthetic 
creative impulse is building unawares a third joyous realm of play and of 
appearance, in which it releases man from all the shackles of circumstance 
and frees him from everything that may be called constraint, whether 
physical or moral' (quoted in Habermas 1987: 137-8). 

Such a view of art links of course to an interaction ist, pragmatist view of 
the formation of human and social identity, of life as a project whereby 
we only come to know the nature both of ourselves and of external reality 
when it is externalized, objectified, and reflected back to us in action. For 
Schiller, and those who think like him, the symbolic constructions that we 
have come to call art are a special privileged form of the general human 
process of externalization and objectifkation precisely because, as Kant 
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argued, they have no purpose, Because moral action is not directly at stake 
we can afford to take experimental risks that would be unacceptable in'real 
life'. We find a similar view expressed in Ang's analysis of the audience for 
Dallas^ where she argues: 'producing and consuming fantasies allows for a 
play with reality, which can be felt as "liberating" beca use it is fictional, not 
real. In the play of fantasy we can adopt positions and "try out" those posi- 
tions, without having to worry about their reality value' (Ang 1985: 130). 
We can find a similar argument for a concept of quality in television in 
Mepham (1990), where he argues that it is the duty of television to supply 
narratives which can help us live our lives, a matter ultimately of ethical 
rather than aesthetic concern. This view of the value of literature and the 
need to make discriminatory literary judgements also underpins Leavis s 
whole critical effort. The most sophisticated recent formulation of this 
position is that of Nussbaum in Love's Knowledge (1990). Here from a 
neo- Aristotelian position which wishes to put forward the superiority of 
Aristotelian practical reasoning over Kantian categorical moral impera- 
tives within ethics, she argues, using a selection of novels as exemplars, that 
novels provide us with privileged examples of practical moral reasoning 
the experience of which improves, or at least gives us the resources to im- 
prove, our moral reasoning. Again this seems to me a position that we need 
to take seriously and not just dismiss out of hand from a sociological or de- 
constructionist position. 

Philosophical Anthropology of Art 

We need also to remain open to another approach to the problem of 
aesthetic value and its universality, that of a philosophical anthropology 
of art. A discursive approach to common cultural standards does not, in 
short, rule out the possibility that certain aesthetic functions and the 
standards we therefore apply to judging them relate to common universal 
human attributes and problems. Current trends which stress the arbitrary 
nature of the discursive, and a cultural relativism based upon it, are left 
with either an excessive individualism of taste as the only standard of 
judgement or with a dogmatic social constructivism which, in its retreat 
from materialism, makes human nature and human life excessively mal- 
leable and rules out a priori any explanation of cultural practices or aes- 
thetic judgements in terms of human nature or the relatively unchanging 
characteristics of the human condition. Ironically that school of post- 
modern thought which stresses the autonomy of consumption and the 
centrality of pleasure in the experience of cultural forms uses a model of 
the consuming, pleasure-seeking individual which bears remarkable 
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similarities to the utility-maximizer familiar 10 Utilitarian and neo- 
classical economic thought In such a view all pleasures are equal and they 
are exogenous to the process of consumption rselt But in considering 
whether aesthetic functions and their related standards are or are not po- 
tentially or actually universal we need to take seriously that strand of 
aesthetic argument which relates aesthetic pleasures and judges aesthetic 
forms in terms of an appeal to basic human na^re and a response to cer- 
tain cross-cultural human needs. As Williams b^s put it in his characteris- 
tically gnomic style, '1 say it is wholly necess^r^" to reject the notion of 
aesthetics as the special province of a certain kind of response, but we can- 
not rule out the possibility of discovering cer^zin permanent configura- 
tions of a theoretical kind which answer to it* ; V.Hliams 1979: 325). 

What does he mean by this? As he makes dear in Politics and Letters, he 
was very influenced by the materialist Marxism of Timpanaro who, in a 
wide-ranging critique of structuralist Marxism 2nd the Saussurean lan- 
guage theory upon which it was based, argued ibat 

the task is to construct a 'theory of needs' which is rsot reduced to a compromise 
between Marx and Freud, but which confronts on a wider basis the problem of 
the relation between nature and society. The accui^iion of 'biologism' or 'vulgar 
materialism' is, at this point, obvious and foreseen . . . If what is meant is the denial 
of the conditioning which nature continues to exerrise on man; relegation of the 
biological character of man to a kind of prehistoric prologue to humanity; refusal 
to acknowledge the relevance which certain biological data have in relation to the 
demand for happiness (a demand which remains i^damental to the struggle for 
communism); then these pages are deliberately 'vui-zar materialist'. 

He went on to cite as constant dimensions of human experience 'the 
sexual instinct, the debility produced by age (with its psychological 
repercussions), the fear of one's own death and sorrow at the death of 
others' (Timpanaro 1975: 10, quoted in Wolff 1993: 96). As Wolff puts it, 
'he does not claim that these are eternal, or that they have any metaphysi- 
cal or meta- historical status, but that they are long-lasting, and have 
much greater stability than historical or social institutions' (1993: 97). It is 
to these constants founded in biology that Williams points in the phrase 
'permanent configurations'. As he wrote in Politic and Letters, 'there is a 
very deep material bond between language and body, which communica- 
tion theories that concentrate on the passingof messages and information 
typically miss: many poems, many kinds of writing, indeed a lot of every- 
day speech, communicate what is in effect a life rhythm' (Williams 1979: 
340). 

Peter Fuller, anothercritic influenced by both Timpanaro and Williams, 
when criticizing what he saw as John Bergers excessively ideological 
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interpretation of painting, related the 'specificities of painting to the 'real- 
ity constant underlying the human condition', and argued that 

the aesthetic constitutes a historically specific structuring of relatively constant, or 
long-lasting elements of affective experience ... the material basis of the 'spiritu- 
ality' of works of art is not so easily dissolved. I think that it may lie in their capac- 
ity to be expressive of 'relative constants' of psycho- biological experience, which, 
however they may be structured culturally, have roots below the ideological level. 
(Fuller 1980: 29-30, quoted in Wolff 1993: 99) 

Such an approach draws on Kant's conception of the beautiful as a percep- 
tion of the harmonious relationship between human imaginative judge- 
ment and the rhythms and structures of nature, and of the sublime as an 
access to a level of human reality beyond the grasp of the rational mind. 
Such an approach can be applied to the forms of art — to rhythm, propor- 
tion, colour, and so on — and can be found in the aesthetic philosophy, for 
instance, of Suzanne Langer, who argues that our pleasure in music rentes 
to the way it expresses our relation to the rhythms of our own bodies. Or it 
can be applied to a judgement of art as a vehicle for the universal sharing 
of human emotional truths and to an evaluation based on the sincerity 
and depth with which those emotional realities are handled and the ex- 
tent to which — the cathartic theory of art — it helps us to handle the 
inescapable constraints of human life by objectifying them. 

As Marcuse argued in his later work, 'by virtue of its transhistorical, 
universal truths, art appeals to a consciousness which is not only that of a 
particular class, but that of human beings as "species beings", develop- 
ing all their life-enhancing faculties' ( 1 978: 29). 

The accuracy and validity of such judgements have to be tested in the 
public sphere of criticism, but it does open up the possibility for both 
cross-cultural and cross-temporal aesthetic pleasures and judgements 
which are more than the expression of an individual taste, whether socially 
and culturally constructed or not. The pleasures may be formal, such that 
one can experience not just the formal pleasures of a Christian cathedral, 
an Islamic mosque, or a Japanese Zen Buddhist temple garden, but also, 
even as an atheist, the different ways in which the formal means create a 
certain contemplative attitude as part of a universally available human 
cultural experience, or they may be emotional and cognitive and relate to 
the sharing of common human dilemmas and experiences. Both possibil- 
ities point to a canon which has survived, not just the atrophy of time, 
which may be accidental in its effects, but the test of the experience of the 
life world over a period of time and under differing social conditions. 
From this perspective culture, and the surviving artefacts and texts that are 
its product, can justifiably be thought of as a human learning resource as, 
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in Arnold's famous phrase, 'the best that has been thought and said', a re- 
source whatever its original social source — whether temple, court, bour- 
geoisie, or popular carnival — that is potentially open to all human kind. 
The social challenge then is as part of the construction of a common cul- 
ture to ensure that potential access becomes actual — that cultural capital 
in that sense is equally distributed. Here clearly education is a large part of 
the answer, but other media also bear a heavy responsibility. In short, we 
should not allow a misplaced cultural relativism with its rejection of value 
and an ideological suspicion of the ways in which elites mobilize high cul- 
ture to their own social advantage to block out a priori the possibilities of 
a true cultural democracy and the opportunities for learning and the sat- 
isfaction of aesthetic needs that wider access to the world's artistic heritage 
offers. 


Evaluation, the Interpretative Community, 
and the Public Sphere 

Judgements of value and truth are relative to a social position of enunciation and 
to a set of conditions of enunciation . . . 'Better' and 'worse' will be meaningful 
terms to the extent that a framework of valuation is agreed, and that the authority 
of speakers is accepted, at least provisionally within it. (Frow 1995: 153) 

Whether this is true, or rather the wider implications of it being true, 
depends on how we define 'social' and 'conditions' and on where we draw 
the boundaries of the valuing community or value regime within which 
the framework is to be agreed and the authority accepted. The tendency is 
to draw them narrowly, and indeed in Frow's case to adopt a very class- 
determinist stance on the question of social position, and the perspecti- 
valism that is derived from it. Thus for Frow by definition the people or the 
popular is an opaque Other to the intellectual. This creates for Frow what 
is a totally false and politically damaging dilemma: 

The central aporia that I see for cultural studies in confronting these questions of 
value, the impossibility either of espousing, in any simple way, the norms of high 
culture in so far as this represents that exercise of distinction which works to ex- 
clude those not possessed of cultural capital; or, on the other hand, of espousing, 
in any simple way, the norms of 'popular' culture to the extent that this involves, for 
the possessor of cultural capacity, a fantasy of otherness and a politically dubious 
will to speak on behalf of the Other. ( Frow 1 995: 1 58-9). 

The great advantage of opposing a Kantian view to this perspectivalism is 
that it enables us to at least posit the human as the proper social position 
of enunciation — evaluations offered for confirmation within a sensus 
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communis and thus based on the needs, aspirations, and potentialities of a 
common humanity — rather than denying it a priori; and to see the condi- 
tion of enunciation as one of a public sphere within which valuations are 
confirmed, modified, or overturned within a general ethics of discourse, 
the authority of the valuation being that of the human community. None 
of this is to deny the barriers that access to cultural capital or the exercise 
of various forms of power can place on arriving at these shared valuations. 
But it is to offer an analysis that makes them remediable, if only as a hope 
of a common culture. It is also to deny that the norms of high and popular 
culture can be so easily contrasted. Indeed it is to deny that is the relevant 
distinction for these purposes. 

It is central to my argument that, contrary to most contemporary cul- 
tural theory, we need to take seriously the possibility of standards that are 
more than merely the temporarily valid expression of either personal taste 
or a position of ideological power, but that such standards can only be re- 
vealed and validated within the wider discourse ethic that underlies this 
book's approach. That is to say, the movement of criticism and evaluation 
is never a 'this is so', but, as Leavis always claimed for literary criticism, 
a ' this is so isn't it?' such that standards of taste can be communally arrived 
at, as Kant argued they must be, within a sensus communis. This then poses 
the problem of standards within modern media in a different way. 

Now the problem is created by the institutional structure of mass com- 
munication and the historically widened split both between creators and 
consumers and between the consumers themselves, such that the dis- 
course space for creating standards, or for discovering what indeed those 
standards are, exists only in the weakest possible form. This returns us of 
course to the question of the relation of intellectuals to the emancipator)' 
project, and in particular places media criticism at the heart of the prob- 
lem of standards. 

Thus the problem of the evaluation of symbolic forms is itself a part 
of the more general problem of creating viable communities for au- 
tonomous agents under the conditions of modernity. Modernity has had 
three possible effects on the interpretative community and thus on the 
possibility of common standards. First, it has broken the cultural doxa of 
tradition and by so doing called the universality or sharing of standards in 
to question; second, it has created within the social division of labour 
increasingly distinct social classes or status groups each with differential 
cultural resources and constituting themselves as distinct interpretative 
communities or class cultures — thus social stratification and judgements 
of taste became partially fused; third, it has widened the distance within 
most interpretative communities between producers and consumers (this 
has above all been the effect of the growth of the culture industries) thus 
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both creating uncertainty as to function and evaluative standards and 
making the need for explicit evaluations as a guide to both production and 
consumption more necessary and at the same time more difficult. 

It is this historical development that has produced the crisis of value and 
at least the plausibility of a historicist and social constructivist relativism. 
The question is whether this rules out all possibility of a common culture 
as a project for a viable community based upon the construction of a 
sensus communis. 

We can agree with the historicist, social constructivist tradition that 
evaluative standards are created and applied within socially constructed 
interpretative communities. They depend upon a set of socially shared and 
legitimated practices and discourses within which that set of distinctions 
and related evaluations makes sense. It is this that the whole post-Herder 
tradition terms a culture or way of life. But this is not the end of the argu- 
ment, only its beginning. For we then need to ask what are the boundaries 
of these interpretative communities and whether there can be communi- 
cation between them such as to arrive at a common set of distinctions and 
evaluations. The problems with the broadly post-modern, perspectival, 
value-relative position is that it finds it difficult to demonstrate that the 
monadic communities or identities upon which its cultural relativism 
must be based have an actual empirical existence. Discursive regimes of 
value which, by their very nature, are open to argument, are confused with 
concrete communities of actors which by their very nature either exist or 
do not exist. 

As Frith has usefully, perceptively, and cogently argued in respect to the 
high- and low-culture argument, what we find in fact is not distinct inter- 
pretative communities but a range of what he calls discourses of value 
which do not map onto socially distinct and concrete groups, practices, 
or types of symbolic forms. This leads him to three conclusions. First, that 
while we may sociologically be able to identify and explain a relationship 
between distinct social groups and distinct patterns of cultural consump- 
tion, distinguishing therefore an audience for opera from an audience for 
rock music, at the same time, contra Bourdieu, both sets of audiences are 
applying the same set of hierarchical value judgements to their chosen 
form. Second, that many of the relations between social distinction and 
aesthetic valuation that Bourdieu identifies as operating across society, 
and above all around the high art/popular art divide, actually operate 
within so-called taste publics, within the varying cultural practices and as- 
sociated audience formations of popular culture itself. Third, that this 
distinction between discourses of value, cultural practices, and consum- 
ing publics enables one to continue to use standards of cultural evaluation 
across the board such that, for instance, in his case he, as t, would wish to 
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defend cultural practices that extend human potential and hold out a 
Utopian hope as against those that do not (Frith 1996). From this perspec- 
tive the great failing of an approach like Frows which, from its perspecti- 
vai position, re-erects the distinction between high and low culture in 
terms of an insurmountable barrier between the enunciatory position and 
thus evaluative discourse of intellectuals and that of 'ordinary' people is, 
ironically given its discourse- based, broadly post-modern position, that it 
works with a very strongly determinist theory of social position. In effect 
the class position of intellectuals determines absolutely their evaluative 
position, and this evaluative position can have nothing in common with 
that of those from other social positions nor is it open to transitive modi- 
fication in the light of a shared public sphere of argument over values. 
What Friths argument does, 1 think, is move us from a position where 
aesthetic evaluations are necessarily ideological and where interpretative 
communities, however socially defined, are Leibnizian cultural monads, 
not merely resisting, but impervious to, external cultural influence and 
change, as a result of exchange with other interpretative communities and 
debate across value regimes, and towards a position where the problem of 
aesthetic value is no longer one of the power relations between incom- 
mensurable value regimes — whether read as resistance or domination — 
but of evaluation as a social learning experience and of the development 
of common values within a public sphere of critical debate. Towards the 
development of a common culture and a respect for those cultural dif- 
ferences, but only those cultural differences, that have been tested in com - 
parison and debate with alternative interpretations and evaluations. 
Within such a process the media themselves are of crucial importance 
as the public sphere within which alone such a sensus communis can be 
created. 
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It is clear that many of the questions asked about the media, both in gen- 
eral public debate carried by the media themselves, within Parliament and 
the wider political sphere and within the community of communication 
scholars, concern the political role of the media and the relationship be- 
tween politics and the media. These range from a concern with immediate 
effects— did the Sim lose the 1992 election for Labour with its celebrated 
Turn the Lights Out' headline? — to the more systemic — have the rise of 
spin doctors and the sound bite led to a dumbing down of politics at the 
expense of issues and long-term coherent political policy, or, as Meyrowitz 
tor instance argues in his influential book No Sense of Place { 1985), have 
the electronic media led to an undermining of all authority figures includ- 
ing political leaders and policy experts? They also include the issue of the 
legitimate role of state regulation of the media. Should there be censor- 
ship, and if so in what forms? Should privacy be protected? To what extent 
should information be kept secret in the public interest? In these debates 
both the media, politicians, and interested citizens commonly mobilize ar- 
guments with a venerable heritage. Politicians mobilize arguments of the 
public interest and their elected, representative status to defend their in- 
terests against what they see, or at least represent as, the increasingly inva- 
sive and irresponsible media — a view famously summed up by Balfour's 
accusation that the press exercises the prerogative of the harlot down the 
ages, 'freedom without responsibility'. On the other side the media mobi- 
lize arguments for free speech and a free press to defend the pursuit of 
commercial objectives and what is often a wanton disregard for any public 
interest, and the exploitation of defenceless individuals for the public's 
vicarious delectation. Since the premisses of these arguments remain 
in general unexamined — a supposed inheritance of 'our' enlightened 
democracy, and one which, in the United States, is given constitutional 
protection under the First Amendment and is thus defended against attack 
from anyone but lawyers working within a narrow legal tradition — this 
debate is in general a debate of the deaf. 

In this chapter I will argue that the relationship between communica- 
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tion and democracy is indeed central, but that in the current debates i t is 
not our ideas about the media that are at stake so much as our vision of d e- 
mocratic politics and of the position and role of politics in social life more 
generally. I ndeed it is the very definition of the political that is at issue. Th e 
kinds of demands we make of the media as political institution s, and of 
journalists and others as political actors , and the kinds of critica l questions 
we pose as to their current structure or performance, will depend upon 
our vision of politics . Thus any emancipatory theory of the media from a 
political perspective must not only be informed by but must b e a part of 
political theory. 

Politics and the Enlightenment 

The systems and processes of social communication have always been in- 
tegral to both the theory and practice of politics, the sphere in which the 
mode of coercion and the mode of persuasion coalesce. As we saw in 
Chapter 2, questions about the relationship of the mode of persuasion to 
the modes of coercion and production lie at the heart of attempts to un- 
derstand the varying and evolving forms of human societies since the 
beginning of historical time and across the range of the anthropological 
record. But these questions have taken on a specific importance under 
conditions of modernity where, with increasing differentiation of social 
spheres and roles and generalized reflexivity concerning norms and roles, 
the task of social co-ordination is necessarily increasingly borne by the 
mode of persuasion and takes on a discursive form. 

A vision of democratic politics as the ultimate exercise of practical rea- 
son has been integral to the Enlightenment's emancipatory project from 
its origins. Alongside freedom from natural necessity and freedom from 
religious dogm a was sought freedom from the coercive rule of others. In 
particular absolutism was the political enemy On the other hand politics 
was the realm where the inherent tension in Enlightenment thought be- 
tween individual personal autonomy on the oneTiand an3 rational and 
transparent forms of necessary social co-ordination on the other had to be 
thought through and fought out. As we shall see, that battle still continues 
and is at the heart of debates about the media and politics. 

This debate takes place both within Enlightenment thought itself and 
between Enlightenment and counter-Enlightenment thought Within En - 
lightenment thought there is both an idealist, hypercadonalist, and a crit- 
ical re'alist stran d. It is the former which has been criticized, with much 
justice, by post-modernists and communitarians. But what has been ne- 
glected is the smn-ce_ofEnlightenment thought in doubt, critique, and 
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thus in the limits of reason. In a tradition going back to the Stoics, this 
strand in Enlightenment thought — as in Kant — confronts the limits of 
politics and does not ask too much of it. In contrast much post-modernist 
critique stemming from Haman, Herder, and Nietzsche, by extending the 
realm of aesthetics to cover all of social life and its judgement, including 
politics, gives to politics too extensive a realm. With its roots in a supposed 
community, or Volk, politics covers everything, but it is now a total, non- 
transparent politics, impervious to argument. 


Politics and Media Studies 

From its very origins in the analysis of Publizistikby Weber, media studies 
has been concerned with the role of the media in modern politics. The 
problem presented by the rise of the modern, capitalist democratic state in 
the nineteenth century was how to ensure or create popular consent to the 
development of necessarily increasingly complex, and thus not immedi- 
ately transparent, processes of social co-ordination under the control of 
specialist experts. 

We can then identify t wo ap proaches to this problem. It is these antago- 
nistic approaches that have Jomlnated the study of the media and politics. 
One was essentially pessimistic. It argued, for instance classically in the 
case of VValter TIppman , that the gulf between the people and the expert 
could never be bridged and that modern democratic politics under the in- 
fluence of the media would become increasingly irrational, charismatic, 
and possibly plebiscitory. This tradition then developed in one direction 
within mass society theory by merging with a Marxist critique of domi- 
nant ideology. Within this tradition the institutions of so-called bourgeois 
democracy are seen as a sham — the state is either the executive committee 
of the ruling class or of an elite of experts — and the question is why the 
people continue to accepjjhis r^e_a^le^mmate. The answer is because o f 
the ideology la rgely propagated by the medi x 

It is not my purpose here to examine the more general role of ideology 
critique in media studies. But it is important to note |wxunajflJLpjrj?l^ms 
with this tradition of thought. First it is based upon an assumption that 
ideology and political conflict only arise from conflicts of material interest 
and that therefore, once those conflicts are resolved, politics will become 
in effect redundant. This is, in its turn, based upon the productivist core of 
Marxist theory which assumes that social conflict is caused by a material 
scarcity which the immense productive capacity of the industrial system 
has abolished, or will shortly abolish. This position is rightly in my view 
subject to lsjiahj3ejjin]s critique based on the irreducible incompatibility 
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of values .(Berlin 1979, 1990; see also Gray 1995b). The second problem, 
which links it to the more widespread cynical anarchist strand in post- 
modernist thought stemming from Nietzsche, is that this Marxist position 
is based on the centrality of the concept of alienation, and thus an inherent 
suspicion of forms of intermediation (including those of representative 
politics) and of the necessary fragmentation and specialization of modern 
life. This position is famously caught by Marx's own brief vision of the 
communist future, where we will 'hunt in the morning, fish in the after- 1 
noon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner (Marx 1963). Such J 
vjsionhasn oroom for any institution of politics except direct de mocracy, 
and simply has no tools with which to think through either the scale prob- 
lems or information-flow problems of this position. It can only make 
everything political by denying politics and the necessary limits, choices, 
and compromises this involves. Its danger, as of course is well attested, is to 
allow the socially necessary levels of large-scale co-ordination to become 
systems of unaccountable administration. 

The second liberal-pluralist approach was optimistic . In opposition to 
both Marxism and mass society theory it saw capitalist development as 
broadly positive for democracy within a general whiggish view of histori- 
cal progress. Drawing on the Lockian strand in Enlightenment political 
theory it took for granted the liberal, rights-based model of politics, par- 
ticularly as institutionalized and opera tionalized in the United States, as 
the ne plus ultra of democratic development. The media/politics problem 
was seen as one of the relations between media that were supposedly free 
because they were market-based and the institutions of representative 
party democracy. From this perspective politics was conceived as a strug- 
gle for influence, and the control over state power granted by election vic- 
tory, between a plurality of social interests. The media were and are then 
seen as the channels by which interest groups communicated within and 
between each other and as two-way channels of communication between 
politicians and those they represented, between government and people. 
Here the research questions were how voters were influenced, how politi- 
cal agendas were set, how well the media fulfilled their function of provid- 
ing relevant political information, and so on. 

The Turn Against Marxism and Liberalism 

But in recent years,both within political theory and in thinking about the 
media and their political role, we have witnessed a critique of both the 
Marxist and liberal traditions and a return to the central questions of En- 
lightenment political thought This return has focused on concepts of the 
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publicj phere , c ivil society , ci tizenship , and identity. It has in particular 
pitted those, such as Habermas, who see the emancipatory project of 
the Enlightenment as unfinished business and wish, in a movement of 
immanent critique, to hold liberalism to its emancipatory ideal s, against a 
range of communitarians and post-moderns who, in the name of various 
versions of identity politics, see liberal, rights-based political theories as 
inherently repressive and claim to have rumbled their emancipatory 
and universalizing tendencies (Gray 1995a; Rorty 1989). 

The Public Sphere 

It is easy, I think, to understand the attraction of the public sphere ap- 
proach . It provided, against the background of the turn away from Marx- 
ism associated with the collapse of 'actual existing socialism', an alternative 
to theories of dominant ideology or hegemony as an explanation for the 
coincidence, within what used to be called 'bourgeois democracies', of 
growing social inequality and political apathy on the one hand with the 
relative stability and increasingly consensual, non-ideological nature of 
representative party politics on the other. Its emphasis on discursive prac- 
tices and on communicative action as central to democratic practice and 
legitimation fitted well with the wider t ^nguisticJu^n , in the human and 
social sciences and the associated growth of what Nancy Fraser has called 
the politics of recognition (Fraser 1992). At the same time its use of the 
spatial metaphor of the sphere, and its stress on the necessary institutional 
foundations for the realization of those citizen rights to free expression 
and debate central to democratic theory, addressed both the problems 
arising from the perceived empirical reality in the mature democracies of 
an increasingly media-saturated plebiscitary politics dominated by public 
relations, image manipulation, and political marketing (and the associ- 
ated growth of both political cynicism and apathy) and the problem of 
constructing the institutions and practices of democracy at the level of 
both state and civil society in newly democratized countries with little or 
no historical traditions of democracy to call upon. 

Drawing upon a Kantian heritage that links freedom to a personal au- 
tonomy grounded in the exercise of public reason, Habermas and his fol- 
lowers have stressed the role of the public sphere as a site within which the 
formation of public opinion, and the political will stemming from and 
legitimized by such opinion, is subject to the disciplines of a discourse, or 
communicative ethics, by which all views are subjected to the critical rea- 
soning-^ others. At the same time a democratically legitimate public 
sphere requires that access to it is open to both all citizens and all views 
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equally, provided only that all participants are governed by the search for 
general agreement. This general model is then applied as a normative test 
against which the performance of contemporary media, in terms of politi- 
cal effects and democratic potential, can be judged in terms of either the 
rationality of their discourse or in terms of the range of views or speakers 
accorded access. 

This view of the public sphere h as then been criticized on three main 
grounds . First, that its procedural rules are too rationalist — that the per- 
suasive use of rhetoric can never, and indeed should never, be excluded 
from political communication — and that to impose such discursive 
norms in practice excludes from the public sphere as illegitimate not just a 
range of culturally specific discursive forms but also those who do not pos- 
sess the cultural capital required to mobilize those discursive forms. Here 
we find the criticism that the model of procedural rationality being de- 
ployed is in fact a model of a certain intellectual practice and thus excludes, 
in a movement of symbolic violence, those who are not members of the so- 
cial group who are the carriers of that practice, whether conceived as intel- 
lectuals or as the white male bourgeoisie, and that it leads to a privileging 
of certain genres of media, especially to an assumption that news and overt 
political coverage are 'serious' and thus to an evaluation of their absence as 
a sign of 'dumbing down' or 'refeudalization', at the expense of entertain- 
ment and its role in the formation of publics and as a site for the develop- 
ment of an understanding of issues of public importance or, a la Bakhtin, 
the carnivalesque subversion of imposed norms and hierarchies of signifi- 
cance. Secondly, the public sphere model of procedural rationality is criti- 
cized for drawing the distinction between public and private in such a way 
as to exclude both key groups of citizens , for example women, or key 
matters of potential public political concern, for example the regulation of 
domestic, intra -familial, or sexual relations. Thirdly, it is criticized on the 
grounds that it has valued general agreement around a set of univers al val- 
ues or norm s, however rationally discursively arrived at, which, its critics 
argue, derive in turn from a liberal model of proceduralism, abstract indi- 
vidual rights, and ethical neutrality which prioritizes the just over the 
good and thus denies difference and thus the inevitability of perpetual 
normative conflict within modern societies. This in its turn, so critics 
argue, leads to an over-centralized model of the public sphere incompati- 
ble with the politics of identity in multicultural societies, whereas what is 
needed is a decentralized model of multiple public spheres expressive of 
each distinct collective identity, culture, or form of life. 

In this chapter I wish to examine these issues through the optic of the 
distinction between public and private. It is clear that the use of the con- 
cept of the public sphere mobilizes this distinction, and critics of 


170 



The Media and Politics 


Habermas's position and that of his followers have rightly pointed to the 
ways in which this distinction operates normatively as well as descrip- 
tively; to how the conceptualization of the boundary between public and 
privatehas shifted historically and to the ways in which the boundary has 
been mobilized to exclude both topics for debate and action and social 
actors from legitimate participation in the public realm. The key argu- 
ment here is that we can only clarify what is at stake in these arguments — 
what it is that the protagonists are actually talking about — if we go behind 
this apparently simple distinction and begin to unpick the range of mean- 
ings, both descriptive and normative, that these terms mobilize, and the 
differing intellectual traditions, or strands of thought and associated 
problems, from which those different meanings are drawn. 

In particular in current debates about the media the concepts o f public^ 
and private as its opposite, are^mobilized in :j three_wavs. First around 
the concept of the public sphere within a general institutional debate 
about the practice of dejmocratic^ioUifo in general. Second in a debate 
about me content and practic^j^the^assjne^ha which focuses on issues 
of privacy. Third in debates about med^regulation which, in the face 
of technological convergence and the growth of the Internet, turn on the 
distinction between the rights and obligations attaching to public and 
private communication respectively. In each case two issues are at stake. 
Where to draw the boundary between the public and private, both gener- 
ally and within specific spheres of social action, which in its turn depends 
upon the ways in which we choose to distinguish the public from the pri- 
vate. And what relative normative valuation to attach to each sphere — that 
is to say do we regard, for instance , the priv at e as a sphere to be protected 
against the encroachment and domination of the publ ic, or, on the con- 
trary, do we regard the pu blicasasphere of superior shared social values 
to be f ostered at the expense ot" 'selfish, corrupting private, interests? 
Because both the boundaries and the relative evaluations are in fact 
mobilized both for intellectual analysis and political debate in shirting, 
confused, and often mutually contradictory ways it is necessary, I think, to 
unpack the roqts of these distinctions and evaluations in order to clarify 
their entailments. 

The debate on the validity and usefulness of the concept of the public 
sphere uses the distinction between public and private in two ways related 
to two distinct defining attributes of the public sphe re — ojTe^ejnsjenio- 
logical and the other institutional. The public sphere is defined, for in- 
stance classically in the writings of Habermas, as being public in two 
senses;._because the opinions, 'truths', or agreements arrived at within it 
have to be validated by publicly presented and challengeable arguments, 
and because the sphere is equally open to the access of all citizens. The 
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reason that this distinction is important is because advocates of differing 
positions within the debate around the public sphere may place their em- 
phasis on one or the other, and the two sets of values may be in conflict. 
Thus those who stress the discourse or communicative ethics side will 
stress the importance of public standards of argument — of a certain pro- 
cedurally based form of rational rhetoric, but by so doing will, either im- 
plicitly or explicitly, exclude those who are not prepared to obey or are 
incapable of obeying those rhetorical rules. It is on this basis, for instance, 
that one form of feminist critique of the public sphere approach has been 
mounted on the grounds that the form of discourse defended as appropri - 
ate for public dispute and opinion formation is inherently masculine. 
Similarly debates over the evaluation of the political implications of talk 
shows, or over the so-called 'dumbing down' or tabloidization of news and 
political reporting in both newspapers and broadcasting, have in part 
turned on a difference between those who stress the populist and emotive 
nature of the discourse as dangerously anti-rational and thus anti-demo- 
cratic on the one hand and, on the other, those who stress the democrati- 
cally positive nature of the increased access of ordinary' people to arenas 
of public debate previously dominated by political and intellectual elites. 
It is easy to see how defenders of a discourse ethics approach can at a min - 
imum be blind to the ways in which socially created cultural incapaci- 
ties^ — such as those extensively analysed by Bourdieu — create barriers to 
full and effective access to the public sphere and maximally can lead to th e 
elitist defence of rule by experts. On the other hand a stress on access can 
easily lead to the defence of demagogic populism and the view that the 
lowering of material or cultural barriers to access is ipso facto democra- 
tic — the kind of argument that is only too easily mobilized by the Mur- 
dochs of this world in defence of the Sun or Sky TV against the toffs, the 
chattering classes, the educated middle-class professionals running 
broadsheet newspapers or the BBC. 

The debate over privacy in particular and media ethics more generally is 
now pervasive. It is in essence a debate about what subjects, in both senses 
of the word — persons and subjects of discussion — should be the legiti- 
mate object of media coverage and thus of public exposure or display. This 
issue has recently been raised by the moral panic surrounding the role of 
the paparazzi in the death of Princess Diana, and by so-called Zippergate 
in the United States, which has raised the issues of what areas of behaviour 
it is or is not appropriate to subject to the glare of 'publicity' and of the re- 
lationship between the President's 'private* sexual behaviour and the per- 
formance of his 'public' political duties. Similar issues are currently raised 
in the UK over the 'outing', that is to say the publication of the legal sexual 
preferences and behaviours of, gay politicians which they, for whatever 
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reason, would prefer to keep 'private'. We can see played out here a more 
central drama of our times, namely the increasing stress on the personal 
and individual and on inter-personal relations as the supreme source of 
value on the one hand and the obsession with celebrity on the other — on 
both of which the media feed and the latter of which they are crucial in cre- 
ating and sustaining. This was one of the paradoxes of the media discourse 
in the wake of Princess Diana's death. On the one hand there was the con- 
demnation of the hounding paparazzi and the ecstatic praise for the per- 
sonal/touchy-feely' /feminine' values that Diana supposedly represented 
and expressed, in opposition to what were represented as the repressive, 
formal values of traditional public life and duty. On the other there was 
condemnation of the Royal Family for its failure to mourn in public for 
popular delectation, coupled with a more general claim to the socially 
therapeutic role .of the public expression of private feelings. 

Thus in the debate over privacy and media reporting we find on the 
one hand those defending privacy against media intrusion— including 
celebrities and 'public' figures such as politicians objecting to intrusions 
in their 'private' as opposed to their'public lives — on the other hand the 
media defending their behaviour as in the 'public 1 interest because it 
makes publicly available information necessary for the making of in- 
formed political judgements as to the suitability for public office of the in- 
dividuals concerned. What is at issue here are .two different distinctions 
between public and private. On the one hand there is the issue of whether 
in the case of a given individual private and public behaviour can or 
should be distinguished. On the other whether there is a range of subject- 
matter (or behaviour) which is appropriate or inappropriate for discus- 
sion and/or display in public. And in both cases whether morality is a 
public or private matter. 

The third example of the mobilization of the public/private distinction 
to which 1 want to draw attention is the regulatory debate set in motion by 
so-called convergence and the development of the Internet mode ot" com- 
munication. To date two models of communication have underpinned 
regulation. On the one hand the traditional mass media of the press and 
broadcasting have been seen as media of public communication and thus 
as institutions straddling the private economic sphere and the public po- 
litical sphere in a way that legitimized public policy intervention to ensure 
that these media fulfilled their public functions, functions ultimately un- 
derpinned by a liberal freedom of expression theory. To what extent this 
involved an intervention by the state in the private economic activities of 
corporations, and if so what forms of intervention, has been and remains 
a matter of continuous political debate. On the other hand telecommuni- 
cation networks developed as carriers of private communication between 
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individual private persons. While regulation of the network was consid- 
ered legitimate, any regulation of the messages passing over the network 
was and is regarded as an illegitimate infringement of individual freedom, 
autonomy and privacy, as indeed an infringement of the right to free 
speech. Within the Internet environment these two traditions of thought 
now come into conflict because it is possible, for instance, to regard a web- 
site as either, because of the individual addressability and transactional 
nature of each communicative relation with the site, a site for a series of 
private individual transactions on the model of the market or, because 
of its general accessibility, as a site for public communication within the 
public sphere with associated rights and responsibilities for those who 
control and use it. Which view we take will make a difference to the nor- 
mative evaluations of the activity and any resulting regulatory poliq r we 
might wish to advocate or impose. 

This brings me to the complex ways in which the public/private distinc- 
tion can be defined and then normatively mobilized. Let me start by very 
schematically laying out a set of binary distinctions which are, I think, in 
play across this field, each of which has a long history and deep roots, at 
least within Western post-Enlightenment thought. 1 want to argue that the 
difficulties and confusions of the debates in this area arise from the ways in 
which the use of the distinction public/private inescapably carries with it 
a range of cross-cutting and sometimes mutually contradictory evaluative 
distinctions derived from these underlying associated dichotomies. In 
each case the first term can be mapped, depending on the circumstances, 
onto the private and the second onto the public. 


individual 

social 

family 

society 

economy 

polity 

civil society 

state 

life world 

systems world 

agent/action 

structure 

everyday life 

structure/ system/power 

nature 

culture 

feelings 

reason 

freedom 

power 

arts 

sciences 

personal 

political 

negative freedom 

positive freedom 


The radically ambivalent nature of the public/private distinction and 
thus the need to specify very carefully in any specific case which value vec - 
tor is being mobilized can be illustrated if we look at the ways in which the 
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relative evaluation of public and private action can be reversed when they 
carry with them opposing distinctions between freedom and necessity. 
The classic liberal view of politics sees the private realm of negative free- 
dom as positive and the public realm as a perhaps regretfully necessary 
negative constraint on that freedom and thus to be reduced to the mini- 
mum. The public is there to serve the superior interests of the private. The 
classic civic republican tradition, as most clearly represented in recent po- 
litical philosophy by Hannah Arendt, sees the private domestic economy 
or the family as the realm of necessity and the public realm of the political 
as that of freedom within which alone humans can forge autonomous 
identities by making free choices. 

I want to argue that uses of the terms public and private and the differ- 
ential valuations applied to each by different commentators and in differ- 
en t situations register our deep unease over, and the conceptual difficulties 
chat arise from, this set of distinctions. The result of the complex concep- 
tual, cultural, and political history within which those distinctions were 
developed and used is that the same term can shift radically in its evalua- 
tive entailments both between users and situations. 

Let me take an example from Habermas's work. Habermas operates, as 
is well known, with a distinction between life world — the realm of com- 
municative rationality — and systems world — the realm of instrumental 
rationality. From this conceptual base the problem of the media and 
democracy is set up as one of bringing the systems world under the control 
of the life world by means of the use of communicative rationality in 
the public sphere. Conversely the problem of the decline of the public 
sphere — or rather the failure to realize the ideal potentials contained 
within the bourgeois public sphere for the democratization of modern 
life — is posed as a problem of the colonization of the life world by the sys- 
tems world in a process that Habermas calls refeudalization. Habermas 
sees feudalism as a politics of public display whereby rule is based upon 
personal allegiance to the lord, who is in his person a displayed represen- 
tative of the body politic and of the god of which this body politic is in its 
turn a representation. Thus feudal politics is both entirelyprivate because 
personal and at the same time entirely public. Its public nature is well 
illustrated by the customs of the court at Versailles* where what we would 
now regard as the most private aspects of the sovereign s personal life, his 
daily toilet, took place in public and as public ceremony. The point here is 
twofold. First that, as Habermas himself argues following Hegel, the cre- 
ation of what we now call public involved, and depended upon, the simul- 
taneous creation of the private, an intimate sphere of personal, family life 
which was not only to be excluded from the public gaze and from the rules 
of public procedure and valuation, but was in the Habermas version, a 
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necessary foundation for a new type of public person or citizen. 'The pub- 
lic's understanding of the public use of reason was guided specifically by- 
such private experiences as grew out of the audience-oriented subjectivity 
of the conjugal family. Historically the latter was the source of privateness 
in the modern sense of a saturated and free inferiority.' It is of course this 
version of the public/private divide that has been forcefully criticized by 
feminists and that is at stake in the slogan 'the personal is political'. Thus 
the move from feudalism to bourgeois modernity on this model involves a 
complex realignment of public and private or rather the creation of the 
distinction along a number of different dimensions. On the one hand the 
liberation from feudal rule involves a shift from private personal rule to 
rule by public, impersonal systems, in particular law. On the other hand, 
looked at through the civil society optic, it involves the development of 
private realms — not just of affective life, but also the market — free from 
the control of the ruler, who has now become a more abstract form of 
public authority — the state. 

Given that, within the Habermasian model, the market is set up as a 
threat to the public sphere, the way in which the market/public sphere 
maps onto the public/private divide is of central importance. Central to 
the systems world that is supposedly colonizing the life world and thus de- 
stroying the space of the public sphere is the medium of money, a medium 
of social co-ordination and communication through which instrumental 
rationality operates. The public sphere is distinguished from the private 
sphere of the market on the grounds that, following Hegel, individuals 
pursue their private, competitive interests in the market, whereas in the 
public sphere their actions are oriented to reaching uncoerced agreement 
on the common good (or public interest). We similarly make a distinction 
between the private and public sectors within an economy — the one pri- 
vately owned the other owned by the state on behalf of the general public 
or body of citizens. Two problems arise here. First that Adam Smith's clas- 
sic defence of the market, from which our core ideas about the market in 
relation to politics still derive, was that it was public, as opposed to the pri- 
vate corporate monopolies of the mercantilist absolutist feudal state. It 
was public in two senses. It was open to everyone and anyone (in econo- 
mists' jargon there were no barriers to entry) and, because of the price 
mechanism, its workings were transparent. Just as Milton argued against 
censorship on the grounds that only free competition of ideas could en- 
sure the survival of truth, and as Kant argued, as we shall see, that Enlight- 
enment depended upon the public rather than the private use of reason, so 
Smith argued that public competition between producers ensured opti- 
mization of material welfare and thus the pursuit of private interest is 
transformed into the public interest. So far we have been looking at the 
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relation between the market and the public sphere in terms of a private 
interest/public interest distinction. But second, a crucial, and largely 
neglected, aspect of Smith's defence of the market as a public sphere also 
mobilizes the private/public distinction in terms of the beneficial effect on 
social behaviour of its public display. But before turning to this issue we 
need to examine the roots of the central importance given to a discourse 
ethic within theories of the public sphere and of the democratic political 
theory based upon it. 

The Roots of Public Sphere Theory 

We do admittedly say that, whereas a higher authority may deprive us of freedom 
of speech or of writing, it cannot deprive us of freedom of thought. But how much 
and how accurately would we think if we did not think so to speak, in community 
with others to whom we communicate our thoughts and who communicate their 
thoughts to us! We may therefore conclude that the same external constraints 
which deprive people of the freedom to communicate their thoughts in public also 
remove their freedom of thought, the one treasure which remains to us amidst all 
the burdens of civil life, and which alone offers us a means of overcoming all the 
evils of this condition. (Kant 1949) 

The concept of the public sphere, and the related conceptual and norma- 
tive distinctions between public and private, have been mobilized as nor- 
mative concepts with which to pass judgement on the performance of the 
media from the perspective of the creation and maintenance of democ- 
racy. In making a judgement of its efficacy from this perspective and of the 
criticisms made of it we need to be clear about the problem which it 
addresses. 

The problem of the relationship between communication and politics 
can be traced back to the Enlightenment and the basic paradox that 
modernity posed, the paradox of what Kant called the 'unsocial sociability 1 
of human beings. We might think of this as the inherent tension between 
liberty and fraternity. If we take as granted the key characteristics of 
modernity as the development of ever more complex forms of social spe- 
cialization associated with a separation between human identity forma- 
tion and life chances on the one hand and ascribed roles on the other and 
with the death of tradition as a guide to social behaviour, then we are un- 
avoidably faced by the task of constructing forms of social co-ordination, 
social bonds, whether seen as polities, communities, or societies, which are 
compatible with free individual subjects, in the sense of rational reflexive 
and autonomous beings whose identities and moralities must 
unavoidably be post-conventional. We do not need to concern ourselves, 
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interesting as that is, with the historical roots of this shift out of traditional 
societies, nor indeed with its desirability or morality. It is simply the fate 
with which we are now faced and with which we have to deal. 

In essence modern democracy is about how we handle the relationship 
between individual freedom and moral agency on the one hand and the 
necessary and unavoidable social norms and structures within which 
alone such freedom can be exercised on the other. As Rousseau put it in 
The Social Contract, 'the problem is to find a form of association ... in 
which each, while uniting himself with all, may still obey himself alone, 
and remain as free as before. This is the fundamental problem of which the 
social contract provides the solution." 

Kant's answer was epistemological and placed what has become known 
as a discourse ethic centre-stage. Thus the key foundation of a democratic 
polity was the ability and duty to exercise public reason. Free citizens could 
not depend upon the mere ungrounded opinion of others. They had to 
think for themselves and subject their opinions to the discipline of public 
criticism. This argument then linked up with a tradition of political 
thought stemming from the community of saints and the need to discover 
the truth of God through the free public exchange of views derived from 
private faith and conscience to found the liberal social contract theory of 
democratic legitimacy, within which free expression, and thus tolerance, 
are the supreme political virtues, and to assert the supremaq' of the right 
over the good. The crucial point is that upon this epistemological founda- 
tion is built a theory of the relation between communication and politics 
which builds a limited sphere for public action upon the prior existence of 
private, autonomous individual subjects whose individual rights it is the 
purpose of the public realm to equally protect, but whose autonomy, and 
therefore potential for freedom, is itself built on public discourse. 

The alternative response to the paradox of modernity can aiso be de- 
rived from Rousseau. It stems from the stress that he laid on the centrality 
for the formation of human identity and the maintenance of social bonds 
of the human desire for recognition or the love or esteem of others. As 
Charles Taylor has argued, our modern politics of identity, whether indi- 
vidual or collective, and the problems arid disputes surrounding it, stems 
from the attempt, following Rousseau, to make honour egalitarian. Draw- 
ing upon a tradition of civic republicanism the political realm was seen 
as the realm where the common values of the collective were expressed 
and where agonistically individual citizens competed for honour and 
respect — or in modern terminology recognition. This is why for Rousseau 
in the Utopian republic all citizens would be permanently and perpetually 
on mutual show. If feudalism had been a theatre in which the ruler per- 
formed for a spectating public then in an egalitarian republic all citizens 
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were at the same time actors and spectators for each other in a permanent 
social theatre (Taylor 1994). 

This view was then developed by Hegel in his critique of Kant in two key 
directions. First by developing a theory of human subjectivity as essen- 
tially socially constructed in a process of reciprocal interaction and m utual 
recognition. Second by stressing the problem of what he called Sittlichkeit, 
namely the shared values upon which membership of any social collective 
not held together by mere force must be based and as that which motivated 
free individuals to belong to a given collectivity — to feel at home in it — 
such that they owed loyalty to it and then, in the ultimate test of citizen- 
ship, were prepared to subordinate their private interests to the public 
interest by being prepared to die for their country. From the perspective of 
public sphere theory this tradition prioritizes fraternity or solidarity. It is 
out of this tradition that the communitarian critique is mounted against 
what it sees as the abstract, rationalist, rights-based characteristics of dis- 
course ethics and the public sphere. For these critics the problem of public 
discourse is one of constructing discourses which recognizexultural and 
individual diversity and which are capable of motivating and providing a 
sense of belonging, or Heimat t to human agents rather than of fostering 
critical self- development. 

The political problem to which the public sphere tradition of analysis 
addresses itself is then two-sided, and many of the problems with current 
uses of the phrase public sphere', and criticisms of it, derive from a conru- 
sio n about which of the two sides of the dilemma is being addressed. 

The public sphere involves both questions of discourse and its rela- 
tionship to the formation of human identities and to the motivation of 
action on the one hand, and questions of the institutional structures, 
forms of social relationship, and of the social effectivity of spheres of dis- 
course and action we can call public on the other. In particular, differences 
between positions turn on the relative weight given within more general 
views of society, identity formation, and politics to discourse or action. 
Is then the purpose of the public sphere, and of politics more generally, 
to reach agreement and substitute persuasion for force as the dominant 
mode of social co-ordination? Or on the contrary is the public realm, 
in Arendt's words, 'where freedom can appear' because 'men act in 
concert'? 

Let us start from the side of discourse. Central to Habermas's public 
sphere theory is a concept of communicative or discourse ethics, and a 
specific test of rationality applied to communicative interchange appro- 
priate to the public sphere and legitimate as the foundation for public 
opinion and will formation. And a central criticism of this tradition from 
communitarians and post-modernists has been that it is based upon the 
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no longer tenable rational subject of the Enlightenment, and also therefore 
upon theliberal rights model of politics with its supposed denial of differ- 
entiated life worlds and the inevitable irreducibility of the relativity of the 
values that stem from those life worlds. 

It is clear that this strand in Habermas's thinking derives from Kant's 
concept of the relationship between the formation of autonomous indi- 
vidual subjects and the use of what Kant called public reason. As Onora 
O'Neil has shown in her important book Constructions of Reason ( 1989), 
Kant's very definition of reason is political. As O'Neil puts it, Kant 

sees the problem of cognitive and political order arising in one and the same con- 
text In either case we have plurality of agents or voices (perhaps potential agents 
or voices) and no transcendent or preestablished authority. Authority has in either 
case to be constructed. The problem is to discover whether there are any con- 
straints on the mode of order (cognitive or political) that can be constituted. Such 
constraints (if they can be discovered) constitute respectively the principles of rea - 
son and of justice. Reason and justice are two aspects to the solution of the prob- 
lems that arise when an uncoordinated plurality of agents is to share a possible 
world. (O'Neil 1989: 16) 

It is crucial to stress that Kant's position was explicitly anti-foundation- 
alist. Thus for Kant reason is not the rationalism of Descartes, a rational- 
ism which derives solipsistically from within the thinking subject, and 
against the imperialism and delusion of which post-modernism has railed 
as though that disposed of Enlightenment rationalism. For Kant the 
authority of reason can only be established discursively and recursively 
within open debate among free citizens. It is thus practical reason that 
rules and practical reason is itself disciplined by the categorical impera- 
tive, because reason is by definition that which could be accepted as 
authoritative by all free individuals within any possible community, or 
what Kant calls a sensus communis. Kantian, as opposed to Cartesian, 
reason is not foundational because it is a task and process, not a given. 
Moreover, it is a task that will never be completed. Since reason must be 
constantly open to criticism in open debate reason is humble and hesitant, 
not assured and dominating. The enlightened citizen in Kant is much 
closer to Lear naked upon the heath, in Kant's case upon what he called 'the 
plains of experience* than he is to Genghis Khan, trampling all difference 
beneath the hooves of the horse of the rational subject as in the post- 
modern tale of modernity. 

'Human reason has this peculiarity, that in one species of its knowledge 
it is burdened by questions which, as prescribed by the very nature of rea- 
son itself, it is not able to ignore, but which, as transcending all its powers, 
it is also not able to answer' (Kant 1781, quoted in O'Neil 1989: 12). Thus 
for Kant, and I would argue still for us, the pursuit of reason, and thus of a 
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virtuous community, which is reason's only viable home, is a historically 
given fate which we cannot escape but which is doomed to an always 
partial failure. The tragic nature of the Enlightenment vision, and of the 
emancipatory project and thus any politics based upon it, is due to this 
sense of the limits of reason and thus also the limits of politics. 

It has in my view been unfortunate that Habermas has combined a 
Kantian approach to public reason with a search for a foundationalism in 
the basic structure of communicative action which is both unnecessary 
and probably unsustainable. The reason for this move by Habermas is 
clear. It was an attempt to find a substitute for a need- and interest-based, 
and thus ultimately instrumental, foundationalism that underpinned 
Marxist -inspired versions of ideology and ideology critique. We will need 
to return to this question of interests and the problem of the source of the 
motivations for political action shortly. But to return to the problem of 
discourse ethics. It is important to register that for Kant the autonomy of 
the individual subject and thus her or his freedom, upon which any theory 
of democracy must rest, and from which much of the liberal tradition of 
political thought derives, rested upon the ability to think for oneself, 
which in a situation of all-enveloping doubt involved freeing oneself both 
from dogmas — the pre-packaged thoughts of others or of society at large, 
what has become known as ideology — and from the subjectivity of indi- 
vidual desires and the individual point of view. On this view the rational- 
ity which was the founding condition for autonomy and thus for freedom 
depended upon the exercise of public as opposed to private reason. It is 
important to stress that the distinction does not turn upon the number of 
people to whom a discourse is addressed or who have access to the dis- 
course, but upon the discursive conditions. For Kant public reason must 
be offered in such a way that it is potentially acceptable by any other 
human being, and this in its turn involves the effort of putting oneself in 
the position of the other. This involves the exercise of reflective judgement 
or a sensus communis, what Hannah Arendt has termed enlarged thinking. 
This Kant defines as 

the idea of a public sense, i.e. a critical faculty which in its reflective act takes ac- 
count (a priori) of the mode of representation of everyone else, in order, as it were, 
to weigh its judgement with the collective reason of mankind, and thereby avoid 
the illusion arising from subjective and personal conditions which could readily be 
taken for objective . . . This is accomplished by weighing the judgement, not so 
much with actual, as rather with the merely possible judgements of others, and by 
putting ourselves in the position of everyone else. (Kant 1964: 151, quoted in 
Benhabib 1992; 133) 

Arendt glosses this passage as follows; 
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The power of judgement rests on a potential agreement with others, and the 
thinking process which is active in judging something is not, like the thought 
process of pure reasoning, a dialogue between me and myself, but finds itself 
always and primarily, even if I am quite alone in making up my mind, in an antici- 
pated communication with others with whom 1 know I must finally come to some 
agreement. . . From this potential agreement judgement derives its specific valid- 
ity. This means on the one hand that such judgement must liberate itself from the 
'subjective private conditions', that is from the idiosyncrasies which naturally de- 
termine the outlook of each individual in his privacy and which are legitimate as 
long as the)- are only privately held opinions but are not fit to enter the market 
place, and lack all validity in the public realm. And this enlarged thinking, which as 
judgement knows how to transcend its individual limitations, cannot function in 
strict isolation or solitude; it needs the presence of the other 'in whose place' it must 
think, whose perspective it must take into consideration, and without whom it 
never has the opportunity to operate at all. (Arendt 1961: 220-1, quoted in 
Benhabib 1992: 133) 

Thus for Kant public reason is closely tied to the categorical imperative 
and the particular form of universaiizability that, in Kant's view, must be 
the founding condition for any social grouping that does not infringe the 
autonomy of its members. For Kant this could ultimately be extended to 
all human beings (indeed the possibility of other reasoning species being 
included was not excluded). Thus, and this is crucial in the current climate 
of thought which places such emphasis on identity, for Kant and for that 
strand of the public sphere tradition which stems from his thought, iden- 
tity, except in the sense of the most basic and minimal perception of self- 
consciousness, without which Kant argued we would not be moral beings 
at all, but merely instinct- driven animals, does not pre-exist social interac- 
tion, and the autonomous moral agent who is the necessary subject of de- 
mocratic politics can only be formed within the exercise of public reason 
as Kant defined it. The essence of such public reason is that it is always 
offered for possible critique by others. Public reason is distinguished from 
private reason — here Kant gives the example of a sermon — on the 
grounds that acceptance of the sermon depends upon the prior unques- 
tioned and unquestionable acceptance of a range of given religious dog- 
mas. For public reason no issues are off limits. This is why within this 
tradition intellectual tolerance and free communication are the supreme 
values. 

Reason must in all its undertakings subject itself to criticism; should it limit free- 
.dom of criticism by any prohibitions, it must harm itself, drawing upon itself a 
damaging suspicion. Nothing is so important through its usefulness, nothing so 
sacred, that it may be exempted from this searching examination, which knows no 
respect for persons. Reason depends on this freedom for its very existence. For rea- 
son has no dictatorial authority; its verdict is always simply the agreement of free 
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citizens, of whom each one must be permitted to express, without let or hindrance, 
his objection or even his veto. (Kant 178 1, quoted in O'Neif 1989: 15) 

Thus the publicness of discourse as a condition for a society of agents who 
are free and autonomous, not in the sense that they are not subject to so- 
cial and material constraints, but that they think for themselves, is based 
on the nature of the discourse and its potential accessibility rather than 
upon the number of people who actually have access to it. Given a Heideg- 
gerian twist this is the basis upon which Scannell argues for the democra- 
tizing, force of broadcasting as a medium which is forced to offer its 
discourse to a public that is anyone everywhere. For Scannell, in contrast 
to many theorists of democracy and the media, it is precisely because the 
media for their survival are forced to appeal to random, anonymous audi- 
ences and thus to make general rather than specific appeals that they are 
both public and democratic. 

This is why it is simply beside the point to argue, as critics of this strand 
in public sphere thinking do, that either most people cannot meet this test 
of rationality in their discourse or that it denies the importance of pleasure 
and the particularity of 'difference'. It is certainly the case that this position 
can be read in a very narrow way and the rationality proposed as the stan- 
dard of legitimate public sphere communication, or of undistorted com- 
munication, can be seen in over-rationalist ways, for instance in terms of 
linear forms of written communication as opposed to the more iconic 
forms of visual communication, and as excluding the rhetorical forms of 
persuasion or the narrative and the spectacular as opposed to the norms of 
syllogistic logical argument. In my view this is not a necessary presupposi- 
tion of the exercise of Kantian public reason. It does not predetermine the 
discursive form, although there has undoubtedly been a bias in the actual 
literature towards a limited range of communicative forms and genres — 
news and current affairs as opposed to fiction for instance. 

It can also be linked to a tradition stemming from the Stoics, which Kan t 
undoubtedly also shared, which links the public/private distinction to 
those between mind andbody and between reason and passion, and which 
is suspicious of the autonomy-threatening power of what are seen as the 
animal passions or desires and thus of emotive appeals. I personally have 
some sympathy with this strand of thought, but it is not a necessary en- 
tailment of the discourse ethics position. The only condition is that, what- 
ever the propositions and however they are expressed, they must be open 
to discursive challenge according to the standards of argument and evi- 
dence accepted by the particular discursive community or culture con- 
cerned. Whether such standards are universal or can be,universalized is 
then a secondary question. 
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Here I think Mayhew's recent effort to combine the irreducible rhetori- 
cal elementin all communications with a public sphere approach through 
the concept of tokens of solidarity and a redefinition of the public sphere 
as forums for the redemption of such tokens, is both illustrative and ex- 
emplary. In The New Public ( 1 997) Mayhew argues that 'arguments about 
the efficacy of the public turn on the question of whether public discus- 
sion is sufficiently independent of other strong forces — most notabiy 
power and wealth — to constitute an integrative force in its own right. Ac- 
cordingly debates about the integration of democratic society inevitably 
lead to questions about persuasion, its nature, its role in society and its 
relation to the basic distinction between reason and coercion/ He then 
goes on to argue that 'From a sociological standpoint the public sphere 
does not depend on the unrealistic notion that rhetoric can be banished in 
favour of fully rational discourse on all issues at all times, but on the insti- 
tutionalization of forums for the redemption of rhetorical tokens. 1 What 
does he mean by rhetorical tokens? He argues that 'there is a modern form 
of solidarity that partially replaces the strong ties of kin, clan, local com- 
munity, and traditionally defined deference hierarchies. Modern differen- 
tiated solidarity consists in processes of communication/ He goes on 
to argue, however, that 'there are limitations in the use of reason in 
rhetorical communication. Effective persuasion relies on appeals to social 
norms, on ties of solidarity, and on the cultural strength of eloquence' but 
that rhetoric relies on trust: 'audiences are asked to accept abbreviated ar- 
guments, tokens of more ample arguments that could supposedly be sup- 
plied were time and opportunity available'. Crucial to Mayhew's argument 
is the attempt to reintroduce appeals to group solidarity as not only a le- 
gitimate but an unavoidable aspect of public sphere communication. As 
he again puts it, 'The novel question of early modern debate about rhetoric 
and group life centred on the question of whether community can or 
should be purposively willed or must be conceived as naturally inhering in 
primordial groups.' He then goes on to criticize Habermas's approach on 
the grounds that habermas's discourse theory founds social integration 
on solidarity, but not on the particular communal ties that we normally as- 
sociate with institutionalised solidarity. Rather, Habermas's discursive sol- 
idarity would be universal, created by a union of everyone's common 
interest in justice, autonomy and emancipation. It would be constructed 
by a community engaged in rational, unconstrained discussion, without 
rhetoric", thus 'subsuming freedom of speech under an individualistic 
rather than a communal version of liberalism'. 

Mayhew's concept of tokens of solidarity brings us back to the other 
side of the original dilemma of modernity, namely the construction of so - 
ciability by autonomous rational moral agents or the construction of a 
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world to which an autonomous agent could feel it belonged rather than to 
which it was subjected. 

Here we are brought back to the Hegelian concern for SittHchkeit and to 
critiques of Habermas's public-sphere approach from a communitarian 
and neo-Aristotelian perspective. Here the debate over the public sphere 
has to be seen as part of the wider debate between advocates and defenders 
of the theory and practice of rights-based liberalism and the various pro- 
ponents of communitarianism and identity politics (Benhabib 1992; Gray 
1995a; Guttman 1994). What is the problem here? 

The communitarian critique is a response to the political dilemma of 
modernity that stems, as we have seen, from Hegel's critique of Kant and 
from an alternative response to the dilemma raised by Rousseau. Rousseau 
posed the dilemma in terms of the relationship between freedom and 
social conditioning. Having argued that humans were by nature good and 
altruistic, but had been corrupted by society, he was then faced by the 
problem of how to create a free society out of agents who had been condi- 
tioned to be undemocratic and enslaved. This dilemma is, of course, an old 
one stemming from Greek thought, which saw the moral life as essentially 
social and thus socially conditioned. How then could one create a just 
commonwealth out of an unjust one? The Platonic solution, as is well 
known, was the philosopher king. But where then to find these philoso- 
pher kings remained a problem. But the crucial point is that this leads to 
the opposite solution to that of social contract theory and the liberalism 
based upon it. Now political values are social before they are individual. 
Politics is embedded in, and ideally expresses, a set of pre- existing social 
values, or a way of life, and the role and legitimacy of the state, or the pub- 
lic realm, is then to foster and uphold those communal values and defend 
that way of life. The citizens find their identity in and give their loyalty to, 
not a set of abstract rights, but a way of life, an ethos, that embodies a set of 
moral values. From this perspective liberalism, and the particular forms 
of democracy that it supports, is but one way of life among many possible 
alternatives (Gray 1995a). From this perspective the role of the media 
is then to foster and defend this shared way of life, sometimes described, 
in the nationalist model of communitarianism, as national identity or 
culture. 

The communitarian position on the public/private divide, and the ap- 
proaches to both politics and the media that stem from it, is in a sense con- 
tradictory. The core of identity politics — or what Nancy Fraser has called 
the politics of recognition — is the call for the recognition in the public 
realm of values hitherto deemed private, both in the sense of being ex- 
cluded from the public gaze and from public debate but also in the sense of 
stemming from private group interests and identities rather than from a 
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generally shared interest and identity, and thus for the acquisition of rights 
that recognition of these values as public entails, while at the same time 
drawing for its evaluative arguments upon a range of sources which must 
exclude the very concept of the public, and its liberal valuation of rights 
and the recognition and equal treatment of the diversity of private inter- 
ests, that they are demanding. 

What Benhabib (1992: 68-88) has called the integrationist strand 
within communitarianism seeks Sittlichkeit in an attempted return to the 
moral certainties and social unities of traditional pre-modern societies. 
Here everything is in a sense public; the values that motivate people and 
give them their social anchorage are derived from and shape a whole 
shared way of life. In a theocracy there is no room for the individual or the 
private. Indeed this strand in communitarianism criticizes the liberal tra- 
dition precisely for creating, and philosophically justifying as the highest 
good, social arrangements that separate political or public spheres of 
anion and value on the one hand from private spheres of action and value 
on the other to the impoverishment, in their view, of both (Maclntyre 
1981,1988). 

On the other hand the participationist strand wishes to build its way out 
of the alienation and formalism of liberalism by both accepting the condi- 
tions of modernity which are liberalism's starting-point — namely post- 
traditional societies and reflexive individuals — while at the same time 
arguing for a refounding of political communities on the universalization 
of the discourse ethic and its practices, whereby in a sense the systems 
world can sink back into the life world. The more post-modern end of 
communitarianism, which links to so-called new social movements and 
the politics of identity or recognition, makes this attempt by, in effect, ad- 
vocating the fragmentation of societies into small-scale or specialized 
communities of interest or identity, each with their own public sphere. 
They tend to see more universalistic and unified definitions of the public 
sphere as repressive of difference and thus anti-democratic What is at 
issue here is both whether within a polity we should be looking at one or 
multiple public spheres and how we think about the relation between pub- 
lic and private. It is clear, I think, that an integrationist communitarianism 
and the politics of recognition that stems from it demands a unified pub- 
lic sphere and places continuous pressure on the existence of a meaningful 
private sphere. Its aim is a one-to-one fit between a unitary set of values, a 
single public sphere (if this term any longer has meaning here), and single 
polity. If diverse communities exist within a single territory or polity the 
aim is fragmentation, not co-existence and the toleration of diversity. It is 
clearly incompatible with the exercise of public reason in the Kantian 
sense and with media practices and institutional forms in harmony with 
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such an ideal. The case of participatory communitarianism and the iden- 
tity politics that stems from it is more complex. Here the problem arises 
from the ambivalence of the liberal value of tolerance vis-a-vis the pub- 
lic/private divide. On the one hand toleration can be taken to mean the 
acceptance by public authorities of a range of practices and beliefs by 
defining them as private and outside the realm of p ublic regulation: for in- 
stance religious observance. Such toleration, of course rests, as the com- 
munitarian critics quite rightly point out, on a prior judgement that the 
practice or belief in question is not in any sense a threat to the public weal 
or interest. This form of toleration can be rejected by certain advocates of 
the politics of recognition because it is argued it implicitly downgrades, 
and thus in some sense fails to fully recognize, the importance or central- 
is of the practice or belief in question. On the other hand we can also un- 
derstand toleration as giving public recognition to and bringing into the 
public realm people, practices, or beliefs to which by so doing we signal we 
give equal value to those already so recognized and with which we are p re- 
pared to live and argue within a shared culture and polity. Thus we need to 
distinguish thosedemands for recognition and for multiple public spheres 
that seek in effect to extend the private so that their group identities re- 
main unthreatened by the risk of corrosion that participation in the criti- 
cal discourse of the public sphere, and the need for compromise that the 
agreement on common courses of action inevitably carries, from those 
that are demands for a widening of the definition of what is public to let 
them into what remains a common arena for critical public debate and 
decision-making with the acceptance of the duties and risks that such 
entry carries with it. In the former case what is being demanded in the 
name of difference is the dissolution of any shared culture, polity, and set 
of rights and associated obligations, and here the question is how much of 
such private fragmentation can any society or polity sustain while remain- 
ing viable, and whether in fact we will only regard such demands as demo- 
cratically legitimate where the group identity claimed is itself subject to 
the disciplines of the discourse ethic. In the latter case the liberal polity is 
being asked, rightly, to live up to its ideals and be prepared to accept that 
those values that it considers central to its way of life must always be held 
provisionally and be subject to the review of critical discourse. Here we 
need to distinguish between a truly private realm, the irreducible site of in- 
dividual autonomy (a realm which from a true social constructivist view 
does not of course exist) from the multiple public spheres within which we 
necessarily live and have our being, defined by Benhabib as any occasion or 
situation where people share views on matters of common interest, multi- 
ple public spheres that all contribute to the formation of our identities 
and which may be more or less democratic in the senseof meeting the 
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requirements of the discourse ethic The media are integral to these multi- 
ple public" spheres and should be judged in each case on the basis of the 
identities and practices they foster. But these multiple public spheres then 
need to be distinguished from the political public sphere where discussion 
is necessarily aimed at the common agreement necessary for concerted ac - 
tion within a unified polity. Of course one of the matters legitimately dis- 
cussible must always be the extent of the reach of such debate and action, 
in the sense of the proper boundary at any time of the public and the pri- 
vate, and the continuing legitimacy of the particular polity. 

Privacy 

If the Kantian approach to the distinction between public and private, and 
the view of politics that stems from it, can be seen as the search for indi- 
vidual autonomy via public discourse, the Hegelian tradition from which 
the communitarian critique of public sphere thinking is mounted can be 
seen as a search for an identity that only the recognition and esteem of 
others can create. If the autonomous identity upon which democracy 
must be founded is created within the Kantian model by mutual criticism, 
the bonds of sociality in the Hegelian model are based upon our recogni- 
tion of ourselves in the gaze of others. As Rousseau then argued, an egali- 
tarian social order must be founded on the equality of public exposure 
that his metaphor of all citizens being at once performers and spectators in 
the theatre of life expresses. 

This approach leads to a notion that runs continuously through the de- 
bates over privacy and the media — namely the role played in the construc- 
tion of a viable modern social order of the behaviour-controlling effects of 
public exposure. To return to Adam Smith, his primary founding argu- 
ment in favour of the market as a public institution and sphere of public 
behaviour was a moral one. He argued that we could never know how our 
fellow humans really thought and felt, but that what mattered was how 
they behaved towards one another. He then argued, on lines similar to 
Rousseau, that a driving human motivation was the desire to be liked and 
respected by others and thus that the best way to ensure that people be- 
haved well towards one another was to expose their behaviour to public 
view. It was this that the market achieved. But one finds a general extension 
of this view in the wider assessment of urban life and the development of 
the division of labour as widening the range of both actual, and perhaps 
more important potential, human interactions outside a person's imme- 
diate personal and private sphere, in particular outside kin relations, as a 
force for civilization, as the root of the word indicates, in the view that 
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urbanity, again with the same root, is a desirable human character trait. 
One finds perhaps the ultimate development of this view in Elias's The 
Civilising Process, where he argues, drawing ultimately on Durkheim, that 
it was the increasing density of social contact between strangers, the in- 
creased and necessary publicness of modern life, that led to the inter- 
nalization of a set of socially collaborative norms and greater levels of 
self-control that made a harmonious and relatively non-violent modern 
social order possible. Ironically here we find an internalization of social 
control, its personalization, individuation, and in a sense privatization 
caused by the increased publicness of social interactions. It is precisely 
these self-disciplining effects of public display that Foucault and his fol- 
lowers attack, using the metaphor of the Benthamite Panopticon as epito- 
mizing modernity, in the name of a difference whose source and place of 
refuge they then seek in the privacy of a body which lies outside both dis- 
course and politics. 
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